The Curse of Shadowville 
High 


Prologue 


The sky was a blazing red above. Walls of 
mortared stone were all around. Two 
shadowy figures in crimson cloaks were 
talking to each other. She could just make 
out their words through the haze. 


“Ages of ice and stone bar their way. Surely 
she will be victorious.” 


“Once the boys are gone, none will be left 
to oppose us. How much longer do you 
suppose?” 


“Weeks at most. Once she takes to the sea, 
the boys’ courage will lead them right to 
her.” 


Another much larger figure entered the 
cold dimlit room through a wooden door. 
The harsh blizzard winds stirred the flames 
inside for a moment, before the door was 
slammed shut behind him. 


“Change of guard. Captain’s orders. l'Il be 
keeping watch tonight.” 


The two younger men glanced at one 
another briefly, then exited the room in 
silence. She had never seen this man 
before. They never just changed guardsmen 


like that. Not in the centuries since she had 
been locked in this dark prison cell. 


“| have told you many times now that I will 
not be helping in your bloody wars.” 


The stern silent man stepped forward from 
the shadows into the firelight and removed 
his crimson cloak, showing the golden sigil 
she had not seen since her days on the land. 


“Keep this safe from the guards. | have to 
go before I’m seen.” 


He reached beneath his garments for a 
small orb, and handed it to the woman 
through the prison bars. Then he exited. 
This man put himself at great risk to deliver 
this. Could it help her escape the shadow 
lands that had held her prisoner for so 
long? 


She gazed into the orb. She saw a blonde 
boy in his bedroom. He looked just like 
another one of her classmates back in her 
youth. The boy put down his backpack and 
locked his bedroom door. Then he sat on 
the floor and gazed into a crimson book 
that was encircled by candles. 


The bearer of this orb had risked his life to 
bring it to me. Certainly this was more than 
just a schoolboy’s rituals. 


The candle flames rose. The young 
schoolboy appeared startled. The orb began 
to shake in her hands until she was forced 
to cast it aside. It shattered on the cold 
stone floor and smoke began to appear. 


And then he was there. The boy from the 
orb. Seated right across her in the formerly 
impenetrable fortress where she was 
imprisoned for so long. She knew it was just 
a matter of time. This boy was the key to 
her escape. Now all she had to do was wait. 


Chapter 1 


The dark moonlit woods swayed to a 
chilling tune on the first snowfall of winter, 
under a cloud filled, waning crescent sky. 
Time was fading short. The tranquil sounds 
of the wilds around him now grew ominous. 
He must hurry. 


The sky was growing eerie, and the voices 
of wildlife around him spoke of corruption 
from the shadow lands. The witch’s curse 
was surely at work once more, as it so often 
was. Come sunrise, there would be 
bloodshed. He surveyed the wooded paths 
that marked his routine way home, and 
paused to muse if any wild beasts were 
getting an eager start to the hunt. The 
moon danced behind dark clouds as Brett 
sat on the bleachers, gazing off into the 
distance. 


Surely tonight would be peaceful and 
unbothered of any predators in the night, 
though the chilling hum of the breeze 
seemed to whisper otherwise. He cautioned 
himself against assurance, as to remain 
poised for any potential attackers. A faint 
howling could almost be heard over the 
distant hills. Lowering his head, he 
lamented that blood of innocent wolves 


would surely be spilled tomorrow, among 
many other creatures roaming the 
Shadowville wilds. 


“Staying after school to stare at the moon 
again?” 


Ava, one of the underclassmen girls from 
his history course, rounded the corner with 
her cheer bag. The others may fume awhile 
longer back at the manor, for his arrival 
would be delayed tonight. Her skills would 
be needed, else his brothers may meet the 
same fate they had so narrowly escaped 
during their most recent dealings with the 
shadow beasts. 


“My grandfather always said we would see 
it blood red again in our day.” 


“Edgar was a madman lost in books of wars 
centuries ago.” 


“Wars that we’re the only ones left to fight, 
if they come again.” 


Ava put on a smile quick as a blink, 
unzipped her pack, and tossed it at his 
stomach. He gave a derisive pant as he 
searched her things. 


“This should help tomorrow. Max and 
Simon can use all the protection they can 
get out there.” 


Another wolf howled in the distance, 
followed by an encore from its pack. Brett 
glanced unalarmed across the eastern hills. 
The mist cast only colored shapes all 
around; of the school buildings in the 
distance, the empty clearing past the field, 
and the dark twilit forest that marked the 
hidden pathway to Iluvatar Manor. 


“Let’s get back then. The others won’t rest 
until we’re all together.” 


The moon shone down on the grassy 
clearing as they approached the dark, 
hidden entrance to the woodspath. They 
trekked the forest trail, freezing and 
crossing the swamp that warded off 
unwelcome visitors. Then they walked past 
the old shack where Gilbert stood guard, 
and up to the large steel gate entrance to 
the estate. They found the others in a large, 
elegant room of maroon and tanned 
furnishings. The entire mansion seemed to 
be lit solely by a small fireplace in the 
lounge. 


A boy dressed in black stood at the bar 
while a ghoul poured him a cup of tea. 
Another boy was seated quietly on the 
couch, glancing over a book. The wallpapers 
on each side of the room were covered with 
countless shelves housing various literature. 
The more youthful of the two young men, a 
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soft eyed and arrogant lad dressed in 
maroon and grey, stood abruptly upon 
seeing Ava and Brett enter the lounge. 


“Five and a half hours until sun up.” Max 
was quick to anger and quicker to humor. 
“Were you two working on a project 
together with our school mates?” 


“Just some last minute preparations for 
tomorrow.” Brett grinned at his younger 
brother. “Please share with us the 
preparations you’ve been making while we 
were gone.” 


Simon groaned a laugh that seemed to be 
mixed with some holding back of vomit in 
his throat. He seemed to be in a daze, 
frightfully recalling last year’s close call with 
a herd of night elk. The group sat around 
the chandelier-dimmed lounge of the 
archaic manor, recounting events from their 
previous dealings with the shadow beasts. 


Centuries ago a dark unknown spell was 
cast upon the lands. Ever since, strange 
occurrences have been happening in 
Shadowville. Every once and a while, the 
friendly beasts of the fields, waters, and 
skies, gained an unwavering desire to ravish 
and destroy the people of the town, and all 
they had built. Brett and his brothers were 
solely responsible for defending the 


townspeople. Dawn rose the next day, and 
the group took to the Shadowville wilds for 
a long day of beastly assailment. 


Chapter 2 


Back to school. The first day after the 
bloodshed was always rough, especially 
now that it fell on the first day of 
examinations. Though, those didn’t concern 
me much. My family’s defended 
Shadowville from immortal darkness for a 
while now, so there aren’t many other 
career prospects for me. 


| can never help but feel bad for the smiley 
warmongers that attend this school. Each 
year or so the mayor issues a tornado watch 
when the curse takes hold, and urges 
everyone to stay in their homes. And every 
time some drunken students decide to take 
the fight on themselves. | never understood 
it. A great curse upon our town making us 
vulnerable to all things evil and disturbing in 
the world. And they turn it into a festival. 


All throughout the town students dress up 
like it’s Halloween and go parading the 
streets armed with revolvers and Jack 
Daniels. And without fail, a handful of them 
always manage to go missing. But that 
never stops them, and each year 
Shadowville’s streets are packed with angry 
teenagers cursing the evil witch to the skies. 
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As usual, today was a loud one at school. 
Laughter and yells filled the halls as 
students recalled their exaggerations of the 
day before. Girls paraded through the halls 
in their jean shorts and tshirts, despite the 
harsh blizzard outside. | used to have a 
crush on a decent amount of them. But 
once you’ve had to eat a moose while 
starving on the river under cursed skies, and 
then done battle with a pack of shadow 
birds, whose eyes are fixated on your 
stomach because they’re so hungry for 
moose meat, you’re not exactly going out 
for coffee with one of them. 


Anyway, none of them are like Ava. A while 
back we had to set flames to an army of 
conjured blood demons laying siege to a 
distant relative of Iluvatar Manor. We spent 
a couple nights there together while the 
shadow fiends rebuilt the place from the 
wreckage. Being there with her, under 
blood smoked skies after the day was won, 
changed something. 


She looked different to me now. No longer 
the cheery playmate who would stab night 
elk to rouse the witch’s slumber and start 
rainstorms. | was in love for the first time. 
Then a couple weeks later pouring ice water 
on myself to cool down in the football field 
parking lot, | saw the moon turn crimson 
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red. Having read enough of the old tales on 
the manor shelves, | knew my ability to feel 
human compassion had nearly seen its day. 


Since then life has been much the same. 
Occasional clashes with the shadow beasts. 
Defending the town from evil as my 
grandfather taught me. Yearly visits from 
the mayor with heaps of cash for keeping 
the town safe. Well, gold rather, at the risk 
of sounding old fashioned. 


That’s how we’ve lived, for centuries now. 
Ever since the Nightwitch cursed the lands, 
and put us in business. Once in a while the 
mayor drinks too much wine before his 
yearly visit, starts rambling about how we 
scammed him. Says he’s ‘gonna find out, 
and we’ll be back to the stone age, flipping 
sea water for whiskey to old ladies and 
tradesmen down at Old Shadowville 
Harbor.’ | entertain his occasional 
ramblings, rather than explain to the fat oaf 
that there isn’t a tome on the manor 
shelves that contained sorcery enthralling 
enough for us to require sacrificing a 
handful of Shadowvillers. The bloody curse 
was cast by the evil witch alone. 


And evil she was, truly. Countless stories on 
the manor shelves tell of this cursed old 
haunt, hidden away with her team of 
kittens, brewing potions with Shadowvillers’ 
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blood. | sought to learn some of this fabled 
Nightwitch’s history using some ancient 
practices Edgar had showed me in my 
youth. To learn her wicked tale, | had tea 
back at the Iluvatar Manor study with a 
handful of specters, some real ancient 
writers, who read me some firsthand 
accounts of the screwy old hag. | still have 
some copies on the shelves. Sometimes | 
reread them and wonder if one of the 
specters is still lurking around when Ava is 
in the manor bath. 


Venezio, a notable writer in the field of 
existential sorcery, dating three centuries 
back, provided me with some commentary 
one day on one of his works regarding the 
Nightwitch. His writing was the only one 
that dove into some rare ingredients she 
used in her potions. Ingredients which my 
brothers and | collected and enjoyed at the 
expense of a few small goats. However, | 
think they could also help us figure out 
what she’s been plotting in the shadows. 


After he read me his old journals about the 
witch, he gave Ava a look | never would 
have expected from such an esteemed 
philosopher. And I’ve never met a ghost 
that could look at Ava without appearing, 
politely, ready to go for a minute or two. 
Venezio was excited. He breezed through 
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his tale with rosy cheeks. She gave him an 
emphatic smile and a ‘thanks for coming’, 
and he looked like a schoolgirl on the 
holidays. 


Despite alarming Ava to a potential 
centuries-old crush, the specter was helpful 
in more ways than just the potion mix 
Simon read about in that old brewer’s 
handbook. Venezio was a fascinating guest 
to have in the manor lounge. Still, | can’t 
help but wonder about those old 
philosophers sometimes. 


My brothers and I have been working for 
years on a plan to put an end to the witch’s 
wicked curse. And now Ava has been 
coming along too. She’s a solid healer. With 
a fiery side, that when honed properly, 
could create and destroy worlds. But the 
choice between the two isn’t yours when 
the witch is still haunting the lands. That’s 
why I need to teach her. 
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Chapter 3 


Me and my brothers are the only truly 
powerful of our kind left in Shadowville. A 
solid handful of townsfolk used to dabble in 
the dark arts, but the Iluvatars put a stop to 
their antics long ago. We hold centuries of 
knowledge and practices that would seem 
foreign to most of them; techniques that 
they couldn’t even learn if they tried. 
Actually, they’d hurt themselves if they 
tried. At least that’s what old Edgar told us 
when he cast a spell on our entire library, 
rendering the entire collection 
indecipherable to anyone outside our 
family. 


Sometimes | read some of the old books to 
Ava on the couch, by the fire, and she gives 
me that look like she had back at that 
flaming castle town after | saved her from a 
pack of shadow demons. Going against old 
Edgar’s better judgment, forewarnings 
about the dangers of too much power in 
the hands of the undisciplined, l'Il give her a 
chance. We might need her if we want to 
defeat the Nightwitch. My brothers aren’t 
exactly expert sorcerers. 
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“Look at you. Getting some schmoozing in 
with Professor Wilkes in his office for a 
better score on the exam?” 


Ava was on her way from the cafeteria, 
sporting her cheer team button down jacket 
and a pair of light blue jeans, lugging 
around a heavy looking backpack. It was 
finals week. A few more exams to scribble 
on, and teachers’ offices to break into, 
before the start of a relaxing winter break. 
Not for Ava, though. Me and my brothers 
don’t let her in on the whole, giving 
intoxicating potions to our teachers to give 
us good grades, thing; on account of, she’s a 
cheerleader, and we don’t need her friends 
begging us to help them out with their 
report cards. 


“Yeah... Four exams in one day for me! 
Another Wednesday, then Friday.” No 
answer from Brett, as usual. “I don’t know 
about you, but I’m ready for winter break. 
You shaken up at all after the other day?” 


Spoken like a true cheerleader. No, | wasn’t 
shaken up from the shadow beasts. In case 
you weren’t paying attention, | set flames 
to an entire pack of demented ice wolves 
before Simon even had a chance to begin 
wetting himself. 
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“It’s just a few bruises. | slipped after 
getting tangled up in the swamp and did 
some damage to my ankle.” 


Since lIl be sleeping all week recovering 
when I’m not getting my academics in 
order, | can wait until the weekend to have 
her heal my ankle. Those kinds of practices 
take a lot of energy that she’ll want to wait 
until after exam week to use. Although my 
ankle is surely snapped, as it’s being held 
together by a mild fireseal right now. 


“Great. l'Il see you at Adam’s then. If | don’t 
run into you again on your way to go see 
your teacher.” 


It had to have been Max. Simon never runs 
his mouth. He must have gotten into the 
Iluvatar wine cellar the other night and run 
his mouth to Ava. No matter. She fought 
the Nightwitch’s demented beasts with us. 
She could be trusted. Her big blonde 
ponytail bounced as she walked off lugging 
her large pack, while my face grew red 
thinking of Max’s treason. 


As | walked the woodspath home after 
school that day, | couldn’t take my gaze 
away from the sky. It was only a touch of 
crimson red that day. But a blood moon, 
nonetheless. And that meant the witch’s 
curse was growing in power. 
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In days long since passed, the blood moons 
were always followed with madness. Man 
and beast alike fell under her spell. No one 
was safe. Monsters and demons were 
loosed from the shadow lands. Dark days, 
that my ancestors put an end to thankfully. 
Since, her curse has been weakened to the 
occasional onslaught of some corrupted 
wildlife. But I’ve known as well as Edgar 
that the witch plotted in the shadows to 
restore her curse to its former power. 
Though it was surely better to worry about 
this ominous sign another day. 
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Chapter 4 


The sun was setting in the distance through 
a far window in the flame filled halls of the 
manor’s foyer. The beastly clash was over, 
and school examinations were done with as 
well. The first weekend of winter break was 
upon us. Max and Simon adjusted well with 
the others, but | could not force myself to 
do the same. | could never forgive our 
classmates for their antics whenever the 
cursed beasts roamed. 


That was the story in Shadowville, as far 
back as our literature goes. lluvatars saving 
oblivious townsfolk from shadow beasts, 
while they take to the streets and taunt 
their vain adequacies to the sky. Some days 
| could place Max and Simon in that same 
category, however the weeks leading up to 
our dealings with the rabid monsters were 
always filled with arduous training, during 
which they never failed to show that they 
possessed the blood of the manor. 


My brothers and | passed through the steel 
front gate entrance to stop briefly at 
Gilbert’s shack for supplies. He was froma 
long line of elemental sorcerers, and 
constantly had conjured caravans of man 
and horse going back and forth from 
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Oldharbor, carrying gold and whiskey by the 
barrel. He hoarded all his gold in an empty 
well down by his hut. 


The old crackpot was always drunk and 
mumbling about how the specters were 
converting it to ghost gold. | believe him 
too. | just wish he knew that his servitude to 
Iluvatar Manor was worth more than any 
ghost gold could buy him in the shadow 
lands. 


He rarely left his swampy shack besides to 
go shopping for whiskey himself. Once or 
twice a year, and he was always gone an 
entire day. He has a very specific taste 
when it comes to whiskey, and would never 
drink that swamp conjurer muck, or 
anything brewed in Shadowville at all, for 
that matter. His wariness of the Nightwitch 
has no bounds. 


The three of us piled into Simon’s black ’80 
Camino and made for town. We stopped 
shortly for some food, then Max insisted we 
get some cigarettes. By the time we got to 
Ava’s to pick her up, she quickly hopped in 
the trunk and just gave the rear of my cara 
slap, as if to say, ‘Hurry up and drive.’ 


Max made vain attempts to swindle Ava in 
the rear bed of the car while | voiced to 
Simon my concerns regarding the blood 
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moon I saw a while back. Concerns that | 
had been meaning to share with him for 
some time, knowing, however, that doing 
so in front of Max would only result in 
laughter. 


“Surely a simple trick of the light. Her curse 
has been weakened since Hera’s days.” 


“Vm not so sure.” My younger brother only 
spoke to alleviate my concerns. “I believe 
she plots in the shadows to restore her 
curse to its former glory.” 


“That could mean a nice pay raise from the 
mayor then.” 


“It could mean the end of Shadowville as 
we know it.” 


| continued to drive, as Simon’s mind had 
clearly drifted back to schoolgirls and 
football. When we arrived at Adam’s, the 
dork sophomore kicker whose parents were 
always on vacation, we parked in the street 
by a blinking lamppost. The suburban house 
was illuminated with Christmas lights all 
around, and its snowy lawn was 
ornamented with merry figures such as 
deer and elves. 


Adam was from one of those families that, 
roughly three and a half centuries since the 
Nightwitch’s curse, still didn’t know about 
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the shadow arts. And when | say didn’t 
know, | mean they really did not want to 
hear it. If you even spoke about some 
potions recipes, or stories of Shadowville’s 
dark history, these kinds of people just 
stared at you until you changed the subject. 
And if you didn’t, they’d politely nod their 
head, smile, and walk away. 


“Welcome guys!” The ever-slobbering 
young Adam, in his usual backwards cap 
and beer stained white shirt, shook each of 
our hands in a frenzy and then gave Ava a 
warm embrace. “There’s beer in the fridge. 
Music in the living room. Sherry is playing 
bass for Darkwood Terrace. They tore up 
Europe all summer this past year. Planning 
a coastal tour over the next few summers 
too, she says.” 


My interest had waned all the way to next 
year’s moon. | left the others to hear 
Adam’s exaggerated narrative about our 
classmate’s musical life and stepped out 
back to examine his pool area. It was a very 
intricately designed work of architecture. 
Maybe Ill have Gilbert bring some gold 
down to the workmen in Oldharbor, have 
them clear out some of the overgrowth in 
the yard behind the manor, and fashion me 
a similar one. 
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“Well. Guess you trust Ava to keep your 
dimwit brothers from the shadow beasts 
more than your best friend.” 


Thomas sparked a cigarette. The strong, 
long-haired boy sporting baggy denim and 
tie-dye clothing cracked a beer in each hand 
and placed one in my palm. Week-old pale 
ales from Adam’s parent’s stash, surely. 
Gilbert’s whiskey was sounding better by 
the moment. 


“The blood moons are long past. No need to 
jeopardize your safety over such foolish 
antics. | have it covered. Anyway, | only 
even bring Simon and Max along to keep 
them sharp in case the day ever arises when 
she wakes from her wicked slumber. Could 
handle the beastly quarrels myself, and | 
plan on doing so beginning next year, only 
with Ava by my side. She possesses 
potential for power such as that of the 
lightmages Edgar so often droned on about. 
If | can train her in those ancient arts, we 
may have a chance to defeat the 
Nightwitch, and rid these lands of her curse 
once and for all.” 


“A noble quest indeed, my lord. Rid 
Shadowville of the witch’s shadow. Truly, 
noble, and for the town’s sake | wish you 
luck with your endeavor. But | must advise 
you against becoming consumed in your 
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desire to defeat her as so many of your 
ancestors were.” 


“Surely you don’t wish to see me hidden 
away in the manor study poring over old 
works like Edgar. Yet | cannot let his studies 
go unfinished. With Ava properly equipped, 
| believe next time she strikes and the 
shadow beasts roam, we may have a 
chance to seek out the source of her curse.” 


“Do you believe the girl could lead us to 
where the witch dwells?” 


“I am unsure. A specter’s old tale helped me 
piece together a map of where she 
retrieved all her potion ingredients, 
however, and she must have spent a good 
deal of time in these places. If | can find just 
one descendent of those old mages that 
were seduced into teaching her the dark 
arts, maybe he or she could help me 
complete Edgar’s transcription of her spell 
book. This would surely lead us to the 
witch’s lair.” 


“Sounds like journeys for another day, that | 
will assuredly be at your service for, as your 
brothers are unfit for such a task. But the 
shadows have lifted their grip upon the 
beasts of the land for a while longer, and 
only two are missing. A pity, but still a 
success we haven’t seen since our younger 
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days. We will have our chance to seek her 
out, but | caution you to exercise patience. 
We must wait for the perfect time to strike, 
and then we will rid Shadowville of her 
curse for good.” 


The sliding doors slammed open behind 
them as a pack of cheerleaders rushed into 
the pool, followed by Adam complaining 
that they had better dry off before going 
back into his house. 


“Let’s worry about it another day, then.” 
Thomas smiled, removed his shirt, and 
jumped after the cheerleaders into Adam’s 
swimming pool. 


The moon shone down ominously. Brett 
mumbled to himself, wishing to share his 
trusted companion’s indifference to the 
matter. Then he finished his warm pale ale, 
stripped off some of his clothes, and did the 
same. 
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Chapter 5 


“This just in. Reports from Oldharbor that a 
seventeen year old Shadowville High 
student has gone missing. Search parties 
have formed throughout the town, and now 
reports that the search has extended to 
neighboring towns as well. Adam Parnickle 
was last seen at the Oldharbor Grocer. His 
parents claim he was purchasing milk and 
snacks to celebrate the start of summer 
with a small group of friends at their pool. 
However, other reports state Parnickle was 
seen with a false identification card, and 
that he was illicitly purchasing alcohol 
before he went missing. If you have any 
information on Parnickle’s whereabouts, we 
urge you to contact local authorities 
immediately.” 


It was the first day of summer, and that 
meant freedom, but now, the people of 
Shadowville sat huddled up in their homes, 
fearful of the outdoors. Several uneventful 
months had passed since their dealings with 
the shadow beasts. 


Meanwhile, the boys were at the field 
throwing footballs. 


“This makes no sense. Adam’s out buying 
beers and then he’s gone. The kid never had 
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a problem with anyone. And no one’s ever 
gone missing in Oldharbor.” 


Thomas threw a perfect spiral as he sent 
one of the underclassmen on a fade route. 
Brett was standing by, waiting for them to 
start their running sets, while he gazed off 
into the distance in a pensive trance. 


“It makes perfect sense. And we both know 
it.” 


Thomas threw another pass, directly to the 
hands of another teammate, and it was 
dropped. 


“Ten pushups. As slow as humanly possible. 
Get your head on straight if you want to see 
the field this year, Monroe.” 


Then he glanced back toward Brett. 


“You know I’m with you. But we have things 
to worry about besides this bloody witch’s 
curse. Someone went after Adam. We need 
to find out who it was, and why.” 


“You think a person took Adam?” 


“Maybe. | wouldn’t be surprised if it was 
Springdale kids. End of school year prank, or 
something.” 


Brett looked amused at the suggestion. 
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“| don’t care who took Adam. There’s only 
one way to get him back. This is beyond our 
abilities. We have to summon Edgar 
tonight.” 


“That’s another drop Monroe! Walk some 
laps around the field. And no water!” 


Thomas gave Brett a smirk. 


“I have been meaning to sit in on one of 
your summonings.” 


“This isn’t some specter reading me old 
light mage tales. This is Edgar. Whatever 
words he brings, perils lie ahead of us. Are 
you with me then?” 


“Until the shadows.” 


Brett smiled and then got into position 
behind Thomas to start their running drills. 
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Chapter 6 


Edgar’s study in the western wing was of an 
enchanted ambience unlike any other in the 
manor. Under certain skies, harps, lutes and 
lyres would hum melodies that Brett was 
able to transcribe into spell books. Useless 
tomes, yet frantically written and neatly 
placed upon the manor shelves all the 
same. On this night, however, he did not 
seek to compose another celestial work to 
add to Edgar’s collection. 


Two people were missing, probably 
ravished by night elk or swamp crocs, and a 
fury for the witch burned deeply within him 
once more. He knew the hag had a part to 
play in his friend Adam’s disappearance. 
Surely, she still lurked in Shadowville. It was 
only a matter of where. 


There was only one man who could guide 
him in such a task as finding out. Tonight, 
he would summon the specter of his 
grandfather, Edgar, and see if he was able 
to bring any news from the shadows 
regarding the witch’s whereabouts. Brett 
tapped the old study desk and a hidden 
drawer appeared. He reached inside and 
retrieved a faded scroll from within the 
compartment, sealed tightly with the crest 
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of the Iluvatar sorcerers. Back in the lounge, 
Max and Simon were practicing combat in a 
drunken stupor, and Brett urged them to 
take their antics elsewhere. 


Sun had fallen. Where were they? Suddenly, 
the manor was filled with the sound of 
harsh rain crashing against the windows. 
Outside, roaring winds sent some pines 
falling to the ground near the gated 
entrance. His friends had arrived, and 
Gilbert would not be pleased. Thomas and 
Ava walked through the front door as the 
winds subsided and the rainfall diminished 
to a slight mist. 


Ava was excited, though Thomas contained 
his eagerness. 


“Do you think it will work?” Ava was not 
convinced. “Surely Edgar isn’t as easy to call 
upon as some of your favorite authors.” 


“Y'm sure it will.” Brett stepped toward the 
flames. “We must work together to break 
Edgar’s ramblings and enter a question if he 
truly is to come tonight.” 


Thomas and Ava smiled as they all shifted 
their eyes toward the flames. They each sat 
on opposite sides of him as he began to 
recite from the ancient scroll. He gazed into 
the fire and read the ancient light mage 
words proudly as he attempted their 
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smooth accent. The three anxiously awaited 
the arrival of Edgar’s ghost. 


The fires whirled and then filled the vast 
room with a haze of mild smoke. This was 
not how the rituals had ever gone before, 
though he kept his gaze fixed as not to 
alarm his companions. All was quiet until a 
raspy cackling roared throughout the 
manor. The evil laughter grew louder. 
Louder. 


“Do something!” 


Ava covered her ears. Thomas cast fire in 
each direction, in a fright | had not seen him 
in since years ago when we were ransacked 
by ice witches, and he was cast into the 
shadow lands. A painful memory. | was 
forced to bind the wicked hags and set 
flames to them until they released him. Yet 
this was not the cackling of a meager ice 
witch. 


“Calm yourself Thomas. Put out these 
flames with me. They are useless.” 


Ava joined as well as they doused the fires 
throughout the lounge. The cackling began 
to fade, until it seemed to be coming from 
Edgar’s study. Then I heard a gust of wind, 
followed by a loud slamming of the study 
door. We rushed to examine. Through a 
glass window in the mahogany doors, my 
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grandfather’s office could be seen 
becoming obscured by dark smoke. The 
cackling kept growing in volume until all 
three of us had our ears covered. 


Ava let out a scream as the laughter grew to 
deafening heights. The smoke dissipated. 
Then silence. The doors boomed open. And 
thereupon the ancient seat of our house, 
where he had spent so many years poring 
over tomes of the Nightwitch and the light 
mages, he sat; the master of Iluvatar Manor 
himself, prior to me being granted the title. 
And now it was his once more, for the 
while, and | awaited his counsel with the 
impatient earnestness of my youth. 


Silently, | approached the desk, with Ava 
and Thomas stepping cautiously behind me. 
| motioned for them to sit as | knelt before 
my old master. Yet no words were spoken. 
The cackling resumed, but now it was 
coming from somewhere in the far 
distance. Through the study window, she 
appeared for the first time, standing far off 
in the grassy plains. She was a misty, angelic 
figure, robed in ghostly white. Her garments 
swayed with the leafy breeze as she stood 
there in the rear distance of the manor. 
Then she was gone, and the evil laughter 
ceased. | shifted my gaze now to Edgar, 
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sitting upon his old throne of the ancient 
arts we hold so dear. 


But he did not speak a word, remaining still 
and transfixed at his desk. Slowly, | could 
make out the hint of a smile through his 
stern, off putting demeanor. A sudden chill 
rushed through me, and I glanced at my 
friends to see the same had overtaken 
them. For a moment or so, Edgar and | 
stared at one another, his smile 
unwavering. | looked first to Thomas, then 
to Ava, then back at Edgar. 


Soon as | opened my mouth to speak, the 
cackling resumed, louder than it had been 
by the fireplace minutes ago. The room now 
filled with blinding smoke. The three of us 
each rose in unison to cast Edgar back to 
the shadow lands. Then suddenly, a bright 
light and a loud ringing overtook the 
laughter, and then the smoke cleared. He 
was gone. And in the distant fields, | saw 
her once more. This time she spoke, and 
her voice echoed throughout the manor. 


“Passage to the shadow lands have been 
barred.” 


Everything in the house began to shake. 
“The great blood moon approaches.” 


Vases shattered throughout the manor. 
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“We mustn’t fight. Come dance with me.” 


This time her laughter rose immeasurably. A 
harsh wind blew a thick blizzard across the 
clearing where she stood. The witch faded 
out of sight behind thickening snows. We 
retreated to the lounge area, and rekindled 
the flames, as the manor had been 
overtaken by a bitter chill. The snows came 
down harshly and did not cease throughout 
the night. We sat in confused silence for a 
while, then Ava spoke. 


“Was that Edgar’s specter then? You know, 
if the shadow lands are blocked off, and 
all.” 


“One of the witch’s tricks, no doubt.” 
Thomas was in shock. “She may have power 
over Shadowville, but the witch does not 
hold the great lord Edgar in her clutches. 
The great sorcerers of Iluvatar would cast 
her from the shadows to the furthest seas 
for ever trying to harm him.” 


“But we summoned him all the same, and 
he is in her clutches,” Brett said bitterly. 
“Edgar has visited the manor many times, | 
am sure. She must have overtaken him on 
his way somehow.” 


“This is impossible.” Tom rose and took on 
his usual angry yet poised demeanor. “A 
witch such as her may be able to conjure up 
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enough strength to dement some beasts on 
occasion, but to know of the comings and 
goings of a mage such as Edgar, this 
requires great skill, and patience of the 
tactful, vengeful sort uncharacteristic of the 
Nightwitch spoken of in the tales.” 


“She wants the manor. All the knowledge 
and power it holds.” Brett paced alongside 
the flames. “I judged her as an old sorceress 
pulling off a handful of sacrifices for her 
bloody potions. Surely it is my mistake for 
not taking on Edgar’s urgency regarding the 
matter sooner.” 


Thomas stood, preparing to argue with 
Brett. 


“Not now.” Brett continued to pace, 
contemplating what perils the old lord had 
gotten himself into now. “She can do no 
harm to Edgar. The witch is simply taunting 
us with her latest discoveries in the field of 
conjuring. If the shadow lands are truly 
disallowing passage on account of a spell 
she has cast, then none are left to oppose 
her outside the manor walls. Shadowville is 
hers if she speaks the truth, and she wants 
us to know.” 


“The bloody old roach wants you to dance 
with her,” Thomas said with a hint of forced 
humor through the paralyzing fear the 
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three of them clearly shared. “It is time. We 
must assemble. We’ll gather the 
townspeople, warn them she has risen, and 
begin preparations.” 


“Absolutely not.” Now Ava looked mad. 
“She wants to lure us like a pack of hungry 
animals. Only this time, if she’s not bluffing, 
| think she wants to send us all on a one- 
way trip to the shadowlands. Then no one 
will be left to fight back.” 


“Useless meanderings.” Brett looked angry 
now. “This Nightwitch is a lazy old hag my 
family has dealt with for centuries. She has 
been banished since she cast her mighty 
curse. Edgar has adopted a cynical sort of 
humor upon spending so much time in the 
shadow lands.” 


Brett began to pace ina fury. 


“Edgar! Show yourself now. A few 
schoolchildren gone so the witch may brew 
her potions is too many. Reveal yourself 
and help us seek out where she dwells.” 


“We’re all shaken up but your being 
irrational, Brett.” 


“Yeah, we need to compose ourselves and 
make a plan to stop her. The people of 
Shadowville are in danger.” 
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The manor began to shake once more, 
however mild this time. Smoke bellowed 
from the fire and then hovered around the 
chandelier above. Through the clearing 
smoke across the lounge, the old lord 
appeared, facing them from the far couch. 
His face was stern, but showed a hint of a 
grin. 


“The great blood moon approaches. Be 
wary.” 


Brett gave a sigh of relief, then rose, his 
youthful anger showing once more. “The 
shadows have driven you mad. Yet | fear | 
have grown madder, believing the cursed 
Nightwitch to possess conjuring abilities 
powerful enough to breach the walls of this 
manor our ancestors so greatly charmed 
centuries ago. Anyways, how fares your 
travels, Lord Edgar?” 


“Fair indeed, my boy.” The old man reached 
for a ghostly pipe from within his trousers. 
“After some recent dealings with the 
shadow beasts, your anger with the 
Nightwitch has surely been roused. Many of 
the manor in days past have been ready to 
rid Shadowville of her grip upon the land 
with admirable angst. Then allow me to 
allay your fears with disappointment, and 
tell you three the tale of the cursed witch 
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you hope to destroy, as | once sought to do 
the same throughout my younger years.” 


“Two students are missing!” Ava fixed the 
old master with her scornful gaze. “And 
now our friend Adam too! Something needs 
to be done soon. So we’re going to track 
down the Nightwitch, whether you want to 
help us or not.” 


“You have seen my study, | gather.” Edgar 
took a heavy sigh and paused briefly, his 
eyes showing concern now, noting the 
distress these three youths were under. “I 
have studied every work, from the crazed 
entries of the blood mages to the rambling 
journals of the Nightwitch herself. All my 
days were spent hoping to one day lift her 
curse from Shadowville.” 


“Then help us!” Ava had grown impatient 
now. “What did you learn in your studies? 
How can we lift her curse?” 


“| will tell you the witch’s tale.” Edgar’s 
posture shifted upright, and his expression 
quickly changed to one of a bothered sort 
of self-satisfaction. “But | warn that you 
may not like what you hear, for, you see, 
the Shadowville curse has never been hers 
to lift.” 


The three gazed at one another in awe filled 
confusion. 
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“Centuries ago, before she was the 
Nightwitch, the old hag went by the name 
Charlotte. She was on the cheer team, like 
you, Ava.” 


Lord Edgar gave Brett a wry smile. Get on 
with the batty sorceress’s tale, you mad old 
groak, he thought. 


“Charlotte came from a long line of witches, 
and among her and her siblings, she was 
the worst of them all. Not the weakest, but 
the most undisciplined, and the worst, 
nonetheless. Blood moons came and went. 
The old orders gathered, keeping the lands 
in harmony amidst onslaughts of beasts and 
demons loosed from the darkest corners of 
the shadow lands.” 


“Her siblings received much praise for the 
part they played in defending Shadowville’s 
people. Charlotte, however, only received 
scorn. She had healing abilities scarce near 
what you likely possess, Ava. All the while, 
her siblings were adored, as they were 
masters in the elemental, conjuring, and 
combative arts.” 


“Charlotte wished to discover new arts, 
however. She sought to befriend the beasts 
of the land. Of elemental conjurors, she 
desired to be among the greats. Many years 
passed, as she studied the ancient scripts in 
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quiet solitude. Then one day she departed. 
By sea, she went, sailing from Oldharbor to 
an island tucked away just past the horizon. 
There she conjured her castle of melted 
stone from the sea’s floor.” 


“She sailed back and forth from Oldharbor 
each day, where curious locals, for scorn or 
fear, named her cloistered island dwelling, 
Castle Nightwitch. Years went by as she 
honed her abilities. Then one day, a small 
mistake inscribing a spell book had horrid 
consequences. A wicked blood mage’s 
doings, no doubt, | have surmised upon 
concluding my studies of the witch.” 


“While she had once sought to 
communicate with the beasts of the earth, 
now they were all that were left to hear her 
wails. A thousand years. Banished to one of 
the far corners of the shadow lands no 
lluvatar’d ever dare traipse. Castle 
Nightwitch now stands abandoned, its 
stones overgrown with moss, and its walls 
in ruins. Yet she lingers there all the same. 
Alone. In the shadows.” 


“I have pored over her journals and found 
her only weeping. She once only sought 
peace and solitude, to be undisturbed and 
left to her studies. Now, each year, she cries 
out to an unhearing sea as the shadow 
beasts descend upon the town and resume 
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their carnage. She will live out her days 
doing the same, | fear.” 


The three were awe struck. Edgar had spent 
all his days dedicated to defeating the 
Nightwitch and lifting the Shadowville 
curse, only to find out that the curse had 
occurred by mere accident. 


Brett had so many questions for the old 
lord. 


“This blood mage you speak of. You believe 
he tricked the witch, then?” 


“| believe the Nightwitch gained the power 
she truly desired. Any corruption from the 

blood mages simply allowed her to access 

such power.” 


Ava interrupted. 


“Great. So we have absolutely no way to lift 
the curse. Thanks for scaring us out of our 
pants, Edgar. We all really missed you, 
bud.” 


Edgar crossed one leg over the other and 
blew translucent smoke from his ghoulish 


pipe. 
“| did not say there was no way to lift the 
curse. You three may not live to see it gone 


from Shadowville. Continue your search, all 
the same. You may spend your days trying 
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to understand the dark arts that have cast 
wickedness upon the lands, to no avail. 
Whether that is in vain, or not, is for you 
each to decide.” 


And just like that, he was gone. | daresay | 
missed old Edgar greatly. Through all his 
antics, | knew he bore a deep-rooted desire 
to help us, and that if he had any further 
guidance, it would surely have been spoken. 


The weather outside was a harsh blizzard, 
and the three friends sat by the fire, 
recounting their eventful week, before each 
dozing off on the elegant furnishings of the 
Iluvatar Manor lounge. 
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Chapter 7 


Dusk settled over Old Shadowville Harbor. 
The fishermen and tradesmen strolled 
about. Brett could make out what looked to 
be some workmen loading barrels onto a 
ship, and wondered what Gilbert planned to 
do with all that gold he was making from 
the whiskey business. | envied those ships, 
routed for the warm southerly lands, as we 
prepared to sail the chilly open seas. 


The only way to the witch’s island was by 
sea, and the only chance at making it there 
was under cover of night. It was a long shot. 
They were going to rely on pure luck and 
the winds to help them evade the 
lighthouse watchman, but it was worth a 
try. Brett needed to see the witch’s lair. 


They stopped at several stores in town to 
gather food and supplies for their journey. 
Then they boarded an abandoned sail down 
by the marina. Brett paused to wonder at 
how many unused old ships lay docked here 
in Oldharbor. Then, under clear, starry 
skies, they set course for Castle Nightwitch. 


It was a gentle ride, with no trouble from 
the lighthouse watchman, who was more 
concerned with a small patch of stormy 
tides in the northwestern distance. The sun 
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peered over the eastern horizon as the 
castle finally came into view. It was a 
magnificent sight. Images of a young 
Charlotte raising rock from the depths of 
the sea to build the grand structure flooded 
through Brett’s mind. 


As they docked their sail and raised it onto 
the beach, Brett felt an air of 
disappointment. Edgar was right, as always. 
There wasn’t a hint of the witch’s presence 
about. Still, they had come all this way, and 
it was worth looking around. 


They made their way up a spiral stone 
stairway, to the witch’s old bedchambers. 
Most of the ceiling had collapsed. Time had 
worn down the old structure, with signs of 
mildew from centuries of rainfall on each 
piece of furniture. Thomas seemed 
mesmerized in the other room as he toyed 
with the window curtains. It was a large, 
empty room, with nothing but a small 
wooden chair and circular tabletop in sight. 
Brett approached to see what his friend had 
discovered. 


“What has you so excited? There is nothing 
here.” 


“Not yet.” Thomas excitedly pulled on the 
window curtains, inviting the moonlight 
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into the dark study. “Now look.” He 
gestured to the far side of the room. 


The moonlight shone upon a dusty antique 
dresser in the far dark corner of the room. 
Then atop it a small blade came into view. It 
was a fine piece of steel, with metallic 
patterns that gently swayed like a stream’s 
waters. Surely this was a hidden keepsake 
of the old witch, as it did not appear until 
moonlight met its hilt. Better to leave this 
cursed artifact be rather than bring one of 
the evil sorceress’s items back to the 
mainland. 


Rage boiled up inside me as Tom foolishly 
wielded the blade and paraded around the 
witch’s bedchambers, impersonating the 
slaying of the great demon Kalvahar. The 
great light mage, Hera, danced around the 
winged beast for several hours before the 
elders unleashed the great demon Azula, 
finishing him. 


A harsh chill blew in through the window. A 
quiet voice calling out from the winds. 


“Hello...who...adowvil” 


A faint whisper filled the air, as if coming 
from all around and nowhere all at once. 
Thomas and | looked at one another 
dumbfounded. This was Adam’s voice. 
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“Edgar’s tales be damned. Who has cast our 
friend into the shadow lands from these 
desolate ruins?” 


Thomas gently placed the blade back onto 
the dresser, and the piercing howls that 
filled the air subsided. | was in disbelief. 
How had Adam made his way to her cursed 
island on his lonesome? Had he been 
brought here against his will, or had he 
gotten into a quarrel with his parents and 
gone off on one of his mad fits of 
exploration? There was not a single mage 
within thousands of miles who wielded the 
ability to banish one to the shadow lands. 
Less one that would seek out the poor 
weasel. 


“Surely Adam was banished from this very 
room if the realm key is no twisted conjure. 
This was done by a powerful, yet unlearned, 
sorcerer.” Brett gestured toward a subtle 
scorch mark upon the dresser, in the shape 
of the blade’s very hilt. “Who is foolish 
enough to banish one and then touch the 
key the shadows bestow?” 


“A novice surely. Adam must have gotten 
into a scrum down at the Harbor and been 
followed here. No signs of anyone here 
recently, though. Grab the blade. Let’s get 
this done with fast.” 
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They rushed back down the spiral stone 
steps, walled and pitched black. On the 
ground floor of the castle, a rusted old 
greenhouse marked passage to the rocky 
back entrance that overlooked the rough 
waters below. 


“Cast the realm key to the sea. Under cover 
of night. Where only the moonlight can 
see.” The roaring seas always got Thomas 
into an excitable mood. “Let her go, then. 
Unless you would allow me the honor.” 


The blade shimmered in the moonlight as it 
soared through the air. It made a faint 
sounding crash upon the water’s surface. 
The two scanned the skies in each direction, 
waiting. Then a harsh moan came from 
below the depths. The waters soared 
skyward along the island’s borders in each 
direction. 


Adam appeared out of thin air, with the 
same cap and shirt he so often wore. Only, 
mere yards away, there was another figure 
laying upon the cold stone. Thomas and 
Brett locked eyes without a word and 
rushed toward Adam, lugging him onto 
their shoulders. They hurried down the 
spiral stone stairway, to the shores below, 
and hoisted him onto their sail. 
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Brett glanced back at the shadowy figure 
laying upon the wet rocks above. Could it 
be? 


“The witch!” Thomas yelled through harsh 
rains. “This may be our only chance. Let’s 
finish her at once.” 


“We have little time before centuries of the 
witch’s latent power render these seas 
unnavigable. We must go.” 


Brett and Thomas pushed the sailboat back 
into the waters in a hurry. They hopped in 
the ship and sped off. Behind them, a 
confused figure rose to its feet and 
stumbled dizzily. What illustrious plottings 
did the old hag bear from the shadow lands 
now? 
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Chapter 8 


Roughly three quarters of the way back to 
Oldharbor, Adam awoke. He tried to make 
out some words, and Thomas gestured him 
to relax, offering him snacks and water. It 
turned out such a hurry was not required, 
which shouldn’t have been a surprise to 
them, noting the witch had been asleep in 
the shadows for centuries. 


“She managed to follow Adam back here.” 
Brett pensively glared back at the silhouette 
of Castle Nightwitch on the horizon. “This 
was not a mere accident. Someone was 
waiting for us to find that blade.” 


The seas became increasingly rough as they 
approached the Oldharbor docks. They 
arrived just as the waves began growing to 
great heights, obscuring the horizon and 
crashing down in thunderous roars. 


“How then are we dealing with this witch?” 
Thomas asked as they carried Adam onto 
the docks. 


“We need to keep watch throughout the 
night. | will take first watch if you can run 
down to the grocer and grab some 
medicine for Adam. And keep his hood up. 
If he’s sighted, the whole damn police force 
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will be crawling around. We’ll wait out the 
night, then ride calm seas to her castle, at 
daybreak, and confront her.” 


It was a long and windy night. The rains did 
not stop until shortly before sunrise. 
Mostly, Adam slept, while Thomas and 
Brett took turns keeping watch. There 
wasn’t a town within a hundred miles, 
besides neighboring Shadowville. So, if the 
witch for some reason decided to leave her 
island fastness, the only way to any roads 
was through the Harbor. 


During the late hours of the night, 
townspeople still seldom roamed the 
streets. The tavern crowd moped about. A 
group of bards on horseback played a 
gentle strings melody. As the sun peered 
over the eastern hills behind rows of the 
harbor’s buildings, the boys prepared to set 
sail to confront the witch. 


Thomas began to unloose the rope that 
held their sailboat at its dock. 


“How do you suppose we deal with her? 
Edgar seems to think she wishes no harm 
upon the town.” 


“She possesses power uncontrollable by 
even the most skilled light mages of old, if 
half the words in Edgar’s writings are true.” 
Brett looked off into the calm horizon with 
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an air of unease. “Whether the curse was of 
her own intent or not, she must be 
destroyed, else Shadowvillers will continue 
to fall prey each year, due to her careless 
sorcery.” 


“Let’s set sail, then.” 


Thomas let loose the rope and the three 
boys each held on to the boat. Adam 
seemed to have recovered well after a night 
of sleep, having awoken from the shadow 
lands with a harsh cold. 


As the boys prepared to load into the sail, a 
thunderous roar and a bolt of lightning 
filled the distant skies. The seas began to 
shift, and the entire dock started to gently 
sway. 


“Run 1” 


Screaming in unison, the group made for 
the stairs that led up to the harbor’s streets. 
Panting, as they looked back at the docks in 
awe, they braced for what was to come. 
Another deafening cry from the sea. Then, 
one by one, each vessel at the harbor 
marina was freed from its docking, and 
drifted off to sea. 


The onlookers from the streets scattered in 
a frenzy. Some apparent owners of the 
ships dove into the waters after them, in 
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vain attempts to get them back. The 
onlookers voiced their complaints as the 
boats drifted, until they became mere 
silhouettes on the horizon. Then, a gentle 
breeze brushed through the waterside 
crowds, and the ships all sank to the depths 
of the ocean. The sounds of the frenzied 
crowd descended to hushed dismay as the 
crowd dispersed, and everyone went on 
their way throughout the harbor town. 


“Great to see you’ve been returned safely, 
Adam.” 


Mayor Oakley approached the boys with 
cigar in hand, wearing his same old suit, a 
wheel of patterned greys. His grin showed 
only amusement. No fear. The Iluvatars had 
dealt with plenty of beings loosed from the 
shadow lands over the centuries, and this 
was surely another bloodthirsty monster, 
lacking in direction or intent, that would be 
a simple cut out of the mayor’s salary. 


“| trust you boys can handle this one, then. 
lIl be off. | need to file a weather report for 
the townspeople before they start pointing 
fingers, thinking some rascals untied the 
boats. By the way, Adam, what was its size, 
the one that followed you back here?” 


He stammered, unable to find the right 
words through all the confusion. As he 
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stuttered, prepared to spill the truth that it 
was the witch, herself, Brett gave him a 
slight shove in the back of his shoulder 
blade. 


“No bigger than any of Springdale’s 
defensive linemen, sir. We’ll take care of it.” 
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Chapter 9 


Sun peeked through the canopy of leaves 
above as they passed Gilbert’s shack and 
approached the steep hills of the manor 
grounds. As they made their way past the 
gate entrance, the winds formed an 
auspicious tune. Back in the comforts of the 
rugged wooden walkways and silk fireside 
furnishings of the manor, they gathered to 
hear the story of how Adam found himself 
banished to a blood mage prison in the 
shadow lands. 


Every once in a while, there was a spill on 
some furniture at Adam’s house on a school 
night. When the problem wasn’t a couch 
stain, usually either his dog was loose, or 
someone had climbed on his roof. Every 
time, without fail, he wound up crying with 
a six pack down by the docks after his 
parents got home. Only this time, he had 
the better part of a twelve pack to himself, 
and ended up piloting a small sail to Castle 
Nightwitch, under cover of night, to voice 
his concerns to the sea. The blood mages 
were naturally roused and banished him to 
their prison. There, the Nightwitch plotted 
passage back to her ghostly fastness with 
their aid. 
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“Yeah. That’s how it happened. One second, 
| was exploring her castle. The next, a few 
large guys in... crimson showed up. And 
next thing | know I’m sitting next to the lady 
in her prison cell.” 


Max glared at Adam from the far corner of 
the room with each word he spoke. 


The boys argued incessantly as to how to 
handle her return. Brett insisted they allow 
her to slumber, brew potions and speak to 
deer in solitude, while Thomas cautioned 
wariness. 


“She sank the entire marina for all the 
coffee bean merchants within a hundred 
miles to see. You suppose the witch has 
returned to resume her studies in quiet. | 
say she has dark plans forged for centuries 
in the depths of the shadow lands.” 


“One cannot escape a blood mage prison 
cell. Adam, did the witch have any 
miscellaneous items that may have been 
noteworthy to you? Say, an orb.” 


Then a loud slam as the windows all around 
crashed shut. The misty moonlight crept in 
through the windows with a swirling chill. 
The five ghouls that could only have been 
Charlotte’s sisters danced through the air as 
the firelit room turned a pale hue of 
decadent moonlight. They giggled to 
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themselves, shattered a handful of vases, 
set flames to a few of them, then soared off 
into the night. Down the steep hill of the 
estate entrance, the beacon from Gilbert’s 
shack illuminated the night with its warning 
of intruders upon the grounds. 


Brett ordered his friends to maintain watch 
inside the manor while he made for the 
swampy shack, to come to the defense of 
his trusted family guardsman. All across the 
property greens, Gilbert’s army of conjured 
shades perused the night for the team of 
miscreant ghouls. As Brett sped for the old 
hut, he began to make out the sound of a 
muffled wail, as well as the sight of 
flickering flames, from within. Beyond the 
swamps, at the foot of the woodspath, the 
cursed sisters led packs of various animal 
shades on laughter filled chases across the 
grounds. 


Brett rushed into the wooden cabin where 
Gilbert’s ancestral line of elemental 
conjurers had dwelt for nearly millennia. He 
slammed the door shut behind him with an 
enchanted lock and sped to the aid of his 
guardsman, who was bound by ties to a 
kitchen stool. Outside, the howling of the 
night shades and the cackling of the witches 
continued to fill the air. 
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Gilbert was securely bound but not 
alarmed. As | approached to help him, the 
firepit by the cook pot went out with one 
harsh swoop of the winds. The room, that 
had been radiant with firelight moments 
ago, was now dark. All except for a swaying 
ghoulish figure in the corner by the window. 
| knew her to be Cassandra, the next eldest 
of the evil witch siblings after Charlotte. She 
danced about in front of the flames as they 
turned a dim blue. 


Smiling, she approached as if she were a 
schoolgirl at one of the yearly dances. She 
was robed in ghostly white from neck to 
ankle, and wore the diamond amulet of the 
Order of Blood around her neck. Bitter cold 
ran through me as she closed in to whisper 
in my ear. Suddenly all the warmth of the 
witches | had read about, in the histories 
preceding their corruption by the blood 
mages, flooded through me. 


Then it faded to a sudden chill, as she 
soared into the misty moonlit fields, 
amusing herself to great lengths as she 
chanted again and again. “The Nightwitch 
curses the lands once more!” Her sisters 
followed as they disappeared into the 
distant woods in a hoot of laughter. 
Assuredly, it was the wicked Cassandra’s 
doings that led ill fortune to fall upon her 


57 


sister Charlotte back then. Now she plotted 
against her once more. 


The bothersome ghouls would have to be 
dealt with later. | rushed to free Gilbert 
from his binds. With a small knife from the 
fireside table, | untied Gilbert from the stool 
where the sisters had bound him. For 
several hours | stood by Gilbert while he 
rested. | peered through the distant manor 
windows for signs of Thomas and Adam, 
who appeared to be safe in the lounge, 
practicing play combat with swords from 
the wall mantles. 


Being in the old shack always brought me 
back to my youth. To all the times we sent 
Simon to retrieve Gilbert’s whiskey while 
we prodded him for stories of the old sea 
conjurors. Paintings and works of the 
alchemical greats mounted the cabin walls 
all around. | reached for a jug of whiskey 
and a pint of cola and fixed myself a glass to 
wait out Gilbert’s recovery. 


Finally, Gilbert rose with a harsh groan and 
fixed himself a glass. After a series of 
grunts, he opened the front door of the 
cabin, and gave a thunderous roar into the 
night. His army of animal shades joined one 
another to encircle the manor grounds and 
keep watch. 
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“That should keep those nasty sisters out of 
here.” Gilbert panted and sipped from his 
mug. “I got to show you something that can 
reach no further ears. Orders passed 
straight from Edgar. Come on, then.” 


Brett followed Gilbert through the rear 
wooden door of the dim lit cabin and out 
onto the grassy plains behind. The full 
moon shone down on calm woods swaying 
gently in the breeze. The cabin yard was 
once used for chopping lumber during the 
manor’s construction. Now, it was where 
Gilbert practiced protection charms to 
guard the grounds. 


The towering oaf conjurer led me to the 
foot of a pathway at the edge of the dark 
woods behind his hut. | followed my trusted 
servant as we trailed the eerie woodways. 
Coming upon a large rock beside a stream, 
he silently motioned for us to remain quiet 
and still. Muttering under his breath as his 
hand swirled the air, a golden key formed 
from shade into matter, and a doorway 
appeared amid the shifting rocks. Weeping 
came from within. | followed him into the 
hidden rocky dwelling to confront our long 
awaited guest. 


We found her huddled in the corner of a 
neatly furnished stone room. She was 
trembling in a fit of shakes. | was surprised 
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at how elegant and youthful the witch 
appeared. She looked no older than Ava, 
yet spoke with the wisdom of the sages. As 
she sipped tea from under her cover of 
blanketed furs, | couldn’t help but feel 
remorse for quietly wondering what Gilbert 
hoped to gain from offering her solace on 
our grounds. 


He was no careless guardsman, and surely 
had plenty reason to have allowed the 
witch respite here. Anyhow, she was no 
threat, seeming rather sickly now. She 
moved about slowly as she cast a spell at 
the flames, as if trying to muster up a 
punch. Yet her magic flowed effortlessly, 
and as a cloud of mist formed around the 
firepit, Gilbert motioned for me to sit next 
to her and observe. 


Suddenly the tiny room became obscured 
entirely by a cloud of thick fog. Oldharbor’s 
docks came into view. A crowd of onlookers 
filled the air with uproarious laughter and 
ale fueled chants as towering flames could 
be seen upon the horizon. Groups of towns 
kids climbed the dock’s stairs leading to the 
streets and were met with hoots and cheers 
all around. Above, subtle clouds of 
darkened maroon cast an eerie shadow. 


In the distance, a great whine could be 
heard from the sea, though muffled by the 
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murky waters. Then, a thunderous crash, 
and the witch’s island fastness was 
swallowed into the depths. Cackling 
laughter rang through the harbor and 
caused panic as a silhouette of the 
magnificent beast leapt into the air and 
caused a great wave to form, flooding the 
seaside town. The group of arsonists, so 
proud moments ago, now ran in terror, as 
the town’s usually bustling streets grew 
empty. 


Who was this seabeast that the sisters had 
loosed to set terror upon the townspeople? 
The vision was then obscured by a cloud of 
mist once more. Then it cleared, revealing 
the flames of the witch’s firepit. The dingy 
stone candlelit room came back into view 
with a dizzying whump, and Brett snatched 
Gilbert’s flask with a gasp. 


The witch returned to her silent weeping 
after showing them the recent events down 
at Oldharbor. | felt sorry watching her sit 
there crying like that. The Nightwitch, in all 
her glory throughout Shadowville lore, was 
not the one seated in front of me now. She 
had on the same white robes her sisters’ 
ghosts wore. | wondered that she must 
have been about our age when she was first 
banished to the shadow lands. 
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Charlotte retreated under a cover of 
blankets that Gilbert had forged of 
sheepskin. She seemed calmer now. Like 
showing us the vision of Oldharbor had 
restored some energy to her. | could not 
contain my anger at the recent events and 
harshly broke her pensive silence. 


“What is this seabeast that your wicked 
sisters allow passage to the realms of men? 


No answer. Just another fit of shakes. 


“Speak, witch! This is your treacherous 
doings, surely.” 


Gilbert raised his hand to urge restraint to 
the young lord. 


“Charlotte does not wish this frenzy her 
sisters have caused at the docks.” He lifted 
his gaze from Brett to the robed young lady. 
“Are you able to help us in any way? 
Shadowville would be greatly in your debt, 
if so.” 


Another fit of shakes and no answer. The 
confusion was beginning to strip Brett of his 
composure. 


“Tell us how to defeat the seabeast!” 


“Brett, calm yourself please.” Gilbert gave 
him a look that sent his most sincere 
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confidence in the mysterious woman. “She 
wants to help us.” 


A harsh wind moaned through the spacious 
rocky dwelling place. The dimming flames 
swayed until all was darkness. Then a 
cluster of embers rose from the logs and 
began to dance through the air. The witch’s 
once weak and measly demeanor now 
shifted to that more alike the great 
sorceress | had read about so often. 


The embers danced through the air for a 
while. Then a loud thud, and the logs 
sprouted flames once more. They looked at 
one another briefly, then toward the witch, 
who was now unconscious on her bed. And 
then there was a blinding light. A stone on 
the floor glowed brighter and brighter until 
neither of them could keep their eyes open. 


Brett was terrified. 
“What is the meaning of this?” 


“Keep your eyes shut!” Gilbert seemed 
intent upon this strange artifact. “Search 
the floorboards for a stone. It may be very 
hot, so be cautious.” 


They fumbled their arms around the floors 
for several minutes before Brett jerked back 
upon coming into contact with the 
scorching hot stone. 
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“It burnt me! With ice. What is this dark 
sorcery the witch brings to my beloved 
manor?” 


“Brett, exercise reason. Charlotte is 
blameless. And without this stone, we stand 
no chance against the seabeast.” 


Brett was not pleased by this news. 


“You’ve gone mad. You plan to have us 
meet the old seabeast with steel, then?” 


Gilbert looked grimly into the flames. 


“Unless you know of a better way to banish 
a large blood demon back to the shadow 
lands. Then yes. We’ll meet her with steel.” 
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Chapter 10 


Sunrises passed over hilly greens and starry 
moons breathed calm upon the lands. For 
many days, the witch hardly broke her 
slumber. Since the sisters fled town roughly 
two weeks ago, Shadowville had known 
peace once more. No sightings of the 
seabeast since. And the mayor calmed the 
townspeople by blaming the sinking of the 
witch’s castle on the weather. Sand erosion. 
He claimed the demented monster to have 
been nothing more than an untimely pack 
of visiting whales as well. 


Charlotte had clearly been shaken up from 
her time in the shadow lands, imprisoned 
by the blood mages. Though not convinced 
of her uncorrupted nature at first, some of 
her tales regarding Cassandra’s treachery 
aligned with stories Edgar had read me in 
days passed, so | allowed her to remain in 
her stone lair. 


Back in the manor, Max and Simon 
descended the spiraling wooden stairway at 
the foyer entrance, walled with mahogany 
and ornamented by amber. Paintings from 
the wars of the ancient blood moons, 
depicting great warriors like Hera, the 
unbeknownst, and the flame sorceress, 
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Thray, adorned the walls of the seemingly 
ever rising stairwell. Ava cast some flames 
upon the logs in the dim lounge, as | quietly 
dreaded the voyage to come. 


Thomas spoke from the bar area where one 
of the house ghouls poured tea and various 
other refreshments. “The witch has 
removed her curse of centuries past. Yet 
now we take to the sea to put an end to 
another one. What do you make of this?” 


Brett had been transfixed by the flames for 
a while. “Melodies of late have spoken of an 
approaching blood moon. The sisters taunt 
us. A great war is to come.” 


“Surely. And the longer the seabeast 
lingers, the more vulnerable we become to 
even harsher demons from the shadow 
lands. What are our plans, then?” 


Brett smirked at his companion, though his 
gaze did not waver. 


“At dawn’s rise, we sail for the great 
northern mountains of Ozajkar.” 


Brett handed Thomas a piece of parchment, 
with a map inscribed upon it in variously 
colored inks. 


“The hilly icelands of Yezeghar. In ancient 
times, the light mages erected a shrine 
there before they summoned Azula. It has 
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been abandoned since, but | believe it still 
holds the power to banish demons to the 
shadows. | am not sure if the shrine still 
stands, but it is our only chance, | fear. We 
must go and find out.” 


“You say, then, we leave Charlotte to dwell 
in Shadowville unattended while we sail 
north with some bloody stone. Her 
intentions are pure, yet the curse was her 
doing. At Cassandra’s bidding, without 
question. Her doing, nonetheless. | suspect 
treachery.” 


“The witch means no trouble, and if it must 
come to a sea chase with the ghostly hags, 
then so be it. Anyways, Charlotte will be 
coming with us on our journey.” 


Thomas looked aghast. “Charlotte has been 
in the shadows for centuries. Who knows 
what evil creatures of blood lurk in the icy 
northland? Surely, Gilbert can watch her 
while she recovers.” 


“Charlotte has to come with us. Ancient 
charms keep the shrine from outsiders. The 
old orders took every precaution.” 


“Those old charms? | say they’ve worn off 
by now. But if you think it’s best, then | 
agree Charlotte should come with us, in 
case they give us trouble.” 
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“Their charms remain just as strong as they 
were on blood moons past.” Brett now took 
on a grave tone. “The sisters have 
summoned the seabeast with power like to 
that used to summon Azula. Who knows 
what other foul creatures they conspire 
with in the depths?” 


Brett gestured for Thomas to stare directly 
into the flames. 


“The light mages forged the obelisk of Azula 
in the icy caverns beneath what is now a 
dormant volcano tucked away in the 
Ozajkar mountain range. Without the 
obelisk, she would still roam freely, and the 
blood mages would have descended upon 
our lands. This is the very same stone that 
aided them in banishing her back to the 
shadow lands.” 


“The great volcanic caverns of the ancient 
order. | have heard tales of golden mines 
there that do not deplete.” 


“We’re not going on a mining expedition, 
Thomas. No sane person would steal the 
enchanted ore, anyhow. We sail for the 
Yezeghar wasteland, across the mountains. 
There we will find the shrine.” 


Max and Simon’s faces now took on smiles 
they seemed to have been suppressing for a 
while now. Simon held the sheath, while 
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Max grasped the hilt and pulled it forth. He 
held it in front of them with wondrous eyes. 


“Hera’s blade! Look upon her and bend. The 
winged beast, Kalvahar, be damned.” 


He slashed at the air whimsically. 


The group sat in silent awe for a series of 
moments. Brett rose to take the great piece 
of steel from his brother. He held it in front 
of the flames, and words formed a ring 
around its hilt in language unknown to 
them. The flames grew angrily, and winds 
began to sing in smooth tongue from lands 
afar. 


“Tomorrow, we set sail for the icy north. 
Many perils await. You are each free to 
choose to ride with us, or maintain watch 
here.” 


Max rose and took the blade back from his 
brother. With a calm slash across the 
flames, the room turned sky blue. 


“Gilbert should have things handled. Let’s 
get some sleep, then. See you all at 
sunrise.” 
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Chapter 11 


The sun rose over calm seas. Oldharbor’s 
streets bustled, as they always did around 
morning time. The group loaded 
preparations for their long journey onto a 
large ship Gilbert had haggled for them 
from some tradesmen. Simon handed 
Gilbert the keys to his beloved vehicle, for 
him to take back to the manor. 


The ship was spacious and comfortable, 
with room to house the lot of us and plenty 
more. Once our things were all in order, we 
set sail. Max eagerly took the wheel. 
Thomas and I took to our chambers to 
securely lock away the stone and the blade. 
Simon fashioned beds for him and Max in 
their quarters, while Ava and Charlotte did 
much the same. The newest member of 
their group seemed to have finally regained 
her strength. 


As we rounded the lighthouse, where 
Oldharbor Bay met the mouth of the sea, | 
took to the deck to get a glimpse of the 
famous harbor. Though great danger 
awaited us on our travels, the sun’s rise 
over the eastern hills that bordered the 
town brought me great comfort. The 
massive hills, behind rows of stores and 
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homes, looked even greater from our large 
vessel. The harbor, on such a day as this, 
was truly a brilliant sight for seafarers to 
behold. 


Then, a quiet whimper from the depths. | 
did not alarm my companions, who were 
playing card games, as Simon drunkenly 
shouted curses. | approached the deck 
balcony and gazed off into the distance 
where Castle Nightwitch stood not so long 
ago. Then, laughter from the deep. | could 
not bear it. If the sisters were able to 
awaken the sleepy seabeast and set him 
upon us, we were done for. However, | was 
comforted by the sight of merchants and 
tradesmen, in great number, sailing the 
waters all around us. 


But the laughter and beastly moans 
resumed. | looked into the water’s surface 
below, and there it was. Sunken to the very 
depths, but still intact, | could make out the 
mortared walls of the witch’s castle. How 
much longer until the great seabeast rose 
from its slumber? 


As land faded into the distance and we 
sailed north, | sent a silent prayer to the 
gods of the waters to guide us along safe 
tides throughout our voyage. Though, | 
knew our fate was in the hands, solely, of 
the monster that slumbered in the depths. 
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For when the great seabeast awakes, all will 
be lost. 


“That’s house. Cough up your bloody coin, 
Simon.” 


Thomas and Simon were playing cards on 
the deck, while Ava was eagerly prying 
Charlotte for stories of Shadowville High 
back in her day. | approached Max to see if 
he was growing weary at the wheel and 
needed me to take a turn. 


“Calm seas, so far. You’ve been at it fora 
while, though. Want me to have a go at the 
steer?” 


Max looked intently forward. No one loved 
commandeering a ship like him. 


“Yeah, have a go at it. | could use some 
rest.” 


| took the wheel. Max seemed to have 
grown concerned. 


“What did you see in the waters back there 
at Oldharbor? | saw you pacing the deck, 
pensively. You were shaken up about 
something.” 


| could never get a lie past Max. Best to tell 
him the truth. 
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“Her castle still stands. It lies in the depths. 
The seabeast slumbers while Cassandra and 
her sisters wait down there.” 


“And you thought it best to keep this to 
yourself? We should have warned Gilbert. 
He could at least have prepared to fend it 
off for us, if the need arose, until we got 
back.” 


“| don’t want to add another minute onto 
our travels. And, if you must know, the 
beast is in a sort of daze. When Azula was 
summoned, it took weeks for her to come 
out of her stupor.” 


“But this is Shadowville we’re talking about. 
Not Kalvahar. And, if the seabeast awakes 
sooner than you guess, what then?” 


Brett did not have a response for his 
younger brother. If she were to rise sooner, 
all would be lost. 


“We will be alright. We just need to make 
sure to waste no time on our travels. Once 
we reach land, we will head directly for 
Yezeghar.” 


“I trust your judgment, brother. | just hope 
you trust your own as well.” 


Max made for his quarters, and | did a quick 
check of the winds. It was up to fate 
whether we made it back to the harbor 
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before the seabeast awoke from its deep 
sleep. The ghostly sisters’ laughter haunted 
me through the gentle silence of the calm 
tides. 


Ava climbed the deck stairs and approached 
the wheel. 


“Charlotte is really nice. It’s ashame her 
sisters got her blamed for the curse.” 


“It’s ashame the crazy sorceress was 
dabbling in the blood arts as a sixteen year 
old girl to spite her sisters.” 


“Still, she means the best. And she really 
wants to help us.” 


“She’s the only one who can help us. Or | 
would have gladly delivered her back to 
that bloody prison cell where she belongs.” 


“You don’t mean that.” 
“| hope so.” 


The winds picked up, and so did our ship’s 
speed. Toward the setting horizon, a pack 
of dolphin silhouettes graced the air in 
whimsical leaps. Schools of fish swam 
about, and a group of large sea turtles 
humbly traversed the waters. 


“It’s crazy how bad the curse was back in 
the day. | knew it was bad, | mean, but 
hearing Charlotte’s stories from back then. 
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Wow. We lucked out, just having to deal 
with some shadow beasts and all.” 


“Well, our luck seems to have turned now 
that the great seabeast awaits us.” 


“You know what | mean. Well, what do you 
think the sisters’ plans are? Just unleash the 
seabeast and devour the town?” 


“Blood mages and witches have yet to 
prove they hold any other desires. Power is 
all they seek. Make the lands bend to them, 
and the shadows are theirs.” 


“| just hope you’re right about all this. | 
trust you. Thomas and your brothers trust 
you. And whether you like it or not, so does 
Charlotte. It’s getting dark. I’m going to get 
some sleep.” 


Ava retreated to her bedchambers where 
Charlotte had already been asleep. The 
boys finished up their pints and stumbled to 
bed as well. Standing by my lonesome at 
the wheel, upon dark, empty seas, the 
weight of our journey dawned on me. The 
others all seemed to trust me. But did | 
trust myself? 
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Chapter 12 


“Who goes there?” 
A voice called out through the mist. 


“Drop anchor or we'll blow the cannons and 
plunge you to the deep!” 


Passage to the mountains of Ozajkar was 
not made light of by its locals. They 
assumed illicit miners and smugglers of any 
trespassers upon their waters. The icy north 
was home to diamonds and gold in great 
plenty, with new deposits being discovered 
each day. 


“Of course, sir. Right away.” 


Best to be polite with these enforcers of the 
sea, though | could sink their ship right now 
and get on with our travels. 


They set the plankboards and boarded us. A 
small man with a scruffy beard led across 
the planks, followed by his two large 
henchmen, who wielded scimitars larger 
than themselves. Everyone was poised for 
battle, though | urged calm, and told Simon 
to take the wheel while | handled these 
seafarers. 


“Come to take my gold, do you?” 
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| opened my mouth to speak and was 
hushed immediately by the nasty looking 
captain. 


“| don’t believe you. You come to take my 
gold. Be warned, I’ve been watching you 
sail. And if you seem a little slower than 
usual on your way back south, well, thanks 
in advance for doing some mining for us.” 


He gloated to himself and sipped from his 
flask, then returned to his ship. His two 
large crewmen crossed blades, bowed to 
us, and followed their scrawny captain back 
across the plankboards. 


“Bloody pirates. Great. The seabeast will 
have rampaged half the town before we 
make it back, now,” Max complained. 


| made a hand gesture to urge silence to my 
younger brother. These were not mere 
pirates imposing some drunken territorial 
harassment on outsiders. They truly 
followed us because if we were smuggling 
gold from their land, slaying us and taking it 
would convenience them greatly. We 
remained quiet until their ship’s plank was 
up, and they sailed on. 


Ava was furious that they had boarded our 
ship and delayed our journey. 
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“Who do they think they are? Just coming 
onto our ship like that. Do we look like 
miners?” 


Thomas was angry as well. 


“We have more important matters to deal 
with. I’m surprised you didn’t just set their 
boat aflame and have us be on our way.” 


“Stirring violence in the northern waters 
wouldn’t prove too helpful on our voyage. 
Everyone, go and get some rest. We should 
reach land within hours.” 


Everyone went below deck, except for 
Thomas. 


“V’ll rest when the seabeast is slain.” 


We reached land at daybreak. From the sea, 
the icy mountains of Ozajkar were an 
elegant sight. But from land, one could truly 
grasp their monstrous size. Miles of dead 
trees and empty wasteland lie before them. 
They docked their ship on the beach and 
Brett marked its spot on his map. 


“The eskimos have forged many paths, over 
the ages, through these leafless woods. We 
will follow their trails to the Ozajkar 
mountain pass and then make for Yezeghar. 
Let’s be on, then.” 
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Our trek was a mild one. Though clouded, 
the sun shone down warmly, and there 
were light winds, if any. A few light 
snowfalls and fallen trees were all that 
slowed us down as we made for the Ozajkar 
pass. We took snowy trails through 
increasingly dense woods as we neared the 
mountain range. When sun fell, | halted the 
group to make camp for the night. 


“We have a few days journey ahead of us. 
And we cannot risk making camp along the 
mountain pass.” 


Ava and Charlotte unzipped their packs for 
some supplies to make a fire, while the boys 
came with me to collect wood. Simon 
insisted we hunt some snow foxes for a 
fresh meal, but | insisted we had brought 
plenty of food. Anyways, the northern 
icelands were no place for a hunt. Ancient 
wars were fought here, and great spirits 
slept amid the peaceful wintry air. This was 
not a place to go disturbing wildlife. 


Later that night we gathered around the 
fire, after setting up camp. Hoots of snow 
owls filled the night. Only Ava had spoken 
to the witch much, up until then, so | 
decided to try and get on friendlier terms 
with her. 
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“So, Charlotte. What was Shadowville like 
back in your day?” 


She was surprisingly still eager to talk about 
Old Shadowville, after a week of doing so 
with Ava on our voyage. She sipped from a 
warm mug of chocolate powdered milk and 
wrapped her blankets around tighter, 
gazing off into the distance. 


“It was much the same. From what | have 
seen lately, at least. The lighthouse is new, 
and so is most of Oldharbor. The school, of 
course, too. Back then we had church 
school on Mondays. We’d bless the soil and 
the skies. And, occasionally get beaten for 
casting spells on one another.” 


Ava giggled. Max interrupted. 


“So how did they do it? Your sisters. How’d 
they trick you into cursing the land? If you 
don’t mind my asking, of course.” 


“Oh, not at all. Truly, | don’t know if it was 
my sisters’ doings or not. It was a very 
confusing time. | wasn’t practicing anything 
near the kinds of spells that could hurt 
anyone, let alone curse the lands. It just 
sort of happened. Then Cassandra threw a 
fit and | got sent away. That’s about all | 
remember.” 
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“But of course it was Cassandra,” Ava said. 
“Don’t you see? Your sister set you up to 
get you in trouble.” 


“A thousand years of banishment sounds 
like a tough break for a sisterly feud,” Max 
said. 


“Maybe it was her. I’m not sure. Cassandra 
always did want to be the best. And she 
knew | was a better sorceress than her, 
though | didn’t like the writings on the dark 
arts very much. They made me sort of sore 
in the head. | preferred the light mage folk 
tales to any kind of magic at all, really.” 


“Was Cassandra always evil?” Ava asked. 


“Cassandra was always a troublemaker, but 
| wouldn’t call her evil. She got offended 
easily, especially by her betters. And she 
loved causing trouble in church school. 
She’d get me beaten by our teacher now 
and then. Cassandra would set her 
eyebrows on fire or make her kittens 
disappear, then have my sisters convince 
her that it was me who did it. Silly stuff like 
that. But she’d never get me banished. No, | 
think it was just a stroke of bad luck.” 


Thomas looked eager to say something to 
Charlotte now. 
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“A stroke of bad luck? Your sisters just 
summoned a demon from the shadow 
lands. Of course it was them. They tricked 
you.” 


“Things were different back then. You 
wouldn’t understand. She’d set your whole 
village in flames and it would just be 
another silly prank to her. It’s hard to 
explain, but we learned in church school 
that we were sort of different. People were 
kind of just another animal to us, like 
rabbits, or foxes.” 


“Do you think, then, that Cassandra is only 
doing this to prove herself to the blood 
mages?” Brett’s interest from reading 
Charlotte’s old journals was now coming 
back to him. “That’s what I’ve gathered 
from my studies. By the way, | thoroughly 
enjoyed your commentary on Zeruxos’s 
works. He was my favorite philosopher, 
though the evil sorcerer he was.” 


“He really wasn’t that evil. You’d be 
surprised. What you’ve likely read to be the 
founding blood order was really just a 
bunch of thieves. It wasn’t until much later 
that the blood mages became corrupt. And 
Zeruxos’s works became corrupted as well.” 


Brett was baffled by this. A corrupted book 
in his library. 
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“A Field Guide to Blood Magic. This was one 
of my favorite works. You say that there 
may have been some words lost in 
translation, then?” 


“Lost in translation is a nice way to put it.” 
Charlotte smiled. “I can help you print the 
true copy one day. His books were banned, 
so | contacted the shadow lands and wrote 
a translation of my own.” 


“You spoke to Zeruxos?” Simon rose briefly 
from his drunken stupor, the academic that 
he was. 


Charlotte was blushing now. 


“Yes, | did. His original book was called 
Blood Magic: A Swindler’s Guide. It told the 
story of the group of nomadic thieves he led 
that the Order descended from.” 


“Who was Zeruxos?” Ava asked. 


“He was a philosopher from around eight 
centuries ago, when Shadowville was a 
mere village. Back then, demon archers on 
horseback lurked hidden in the woods at 
night, and people mostly retreated to their 
homes. He wrote a famous manuscript that 
was burnt to the very last ear in my day. 
Clazos Law.” 


“I have heard that name, Clazos. He was 
one of the ever slumbering creators of our 
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world. Edgar told me Zeruxos was the only 
mortal he ever spoke with,” Brett said. 


“You may be right. Though, | doubt even 
that is true. Anyways, worship of Clazos 
heightened following the spread of the 
manuscript, under permission of the local 
clergy. Until one day, when a conjured 
shadow army of the woods appeared and 
warded off the demon archers. Ever since, 
the Order’s bowed to the blood alter of 
Clazos. As do my sisters.” 


“Fascinating.” Thomas was mesmerized by 
Charlotte’s stories. 


Dawn’s first light was beginning to rise over 
the mountaintops in the distance, past 
many miles of dark skies. The group kindled 
the flames with the supplies they had 
brought and retreated to their camp beds. 
They had a few days walk ahead of them. 
Then, they would cast the fate of their town 
into the hands of the old light mages, and 
hope that the Shrine of Azula still stood. 


Chapter 13 


Roughly a day and a half passed before the 
great mountain range approached. Their 
view had been obscured by the dense 
woods for miles, and at times some of them 
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questioned if they were even headed in the 
right direction. Finally, they reached the 
edge of the forest, and an open tundra lay 
before them. Brett led them to the Ozajkar 
pass, a great valley that was the only gap in 
the icy mountain range for hundreds of 
miles. 


Simon surveyed the path ahead. 


“Looks like about four and a half miles from 
here.” 


A steep hill led them down to the entrance 
of the passage way. It was going to be a 
long, chilling walk under cover of the 
mountain shade. The weather was mild, 
however, which boded well for their travels. 
Likely, they could cross the mountain range 
with some sunlight left to spare. 


Then Charlotte screamed. 
“Look! Up there! On the mountaintops!” 


On the highest peaks, to the left and right 
of their path, each stood what appeared to 
be aman. From a distance, one could make 
out the shadowy figures swirling their arms 
around in the air. This was certainly not 
good. 


“Everyone run!” Brett yelled. 
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The group ran back up the hill as avalanches 
flooded the mountain pass from both 
directions, until their way was flooded by a 
few hundred feet of snow. 


“What was that?” 


Most of the group began to voice their 
confusion. 


“Eskimos of the icelands.” Thomas seemed 
defeated. “Outsiders are not welcome 
here.” 


“The northern tribes have not been sighted 
for centuries,” Brett said. 


“That’s because no one’s been east of the 
Ozajkar mountains.” 


“What now, then? Our journey is doomed,” 
Max complained. 


Suddenly, a harsh blizzard encircled the 
group, but did not touch any of them. The 
winds roared loudly, and the group 
prepared for combat. Then, the snows 
subsided, and in front of them stood a small 
man, cloaked in furs and holding a cane. 
Without a word, he began slowly trudging 
along the northern mountainside. They all 
looked at one another. 


“Should we follow him?” Ava asked. 
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“Do you have any better ideas?” Max 
replied. 


The short eskimo man pointed his walking 
stick toward the forest, then turned around 
and resumed his slow pace. 


“We’d better follow him and see what this 
is about,” Brett insisted. 


They hurried to catch up to the old man. 


“Can you lead us to the Shrine of Azula?” 
Simon asked. 


The old man looked at my younger brother 
dumbfounded for a few seconds, then 
struck him in the leg with his cane and kept 
walking. 


“We had better follow him then,” Simon 
groaned, reaching for a patch of snow to 
place on his wound. 


We quietly followed behind the mysterious 
eskimo for a while until he led us to a large 
group of rocks at the base of one of the 
mountains. He tapped the rocks with his 
cane, and they shifted to form an entrance. 
The man blew flames at the tip of his 
walking stick and entered the dark stone 
corridor. 


“The ice caverns of Ozajkar,” Simon said in 
amazement. 
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The eskimo wound up his walking stick and 
Simon cowered backward, but he did not 
strike. Then he proceeded walking down 
the musty cavern. Once we were all inside 
the cavern, the rocks shifted and closed 
behind us. The rest of the group grew 
tense, but | trusted the old eskimo man. 


“This way.” 


He led us through the rocky caverns for 
hours. At the end of the cavern we came to 
what appeared to be an underground cabin. 
The old man slammed his walking stick on 
the woody floor. 


“You have passed the test.” 

The group looked at one another, confused. 
“What test?” Ava asked. 

The eskimo man did not acknowledge her. 


“We must wait until morning to proceed. 
The sun has surely gone down by now, and 
the path ahead is barred by night. You will 
find plenty of bedchambers in the house of 
the light mage. Choose as you like. 
Goodnight.” 


He yawned and walked through a wooden 
door in the cabin. When it closed behind 
him, the door disappeared. 
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“Thanks!” Ava seemed fond of the humble 
old man. 


Tired from their journey, the group quickly 
dozed off to sleep. All except for Max. He 
wanted to explore this spacious 
underground cabin. He followed a stone 
corridor that’s walls were adorned with 
artwork of lush fields and rivers. Then he 
came to the room he had been searching 
for. It had the golden insignia of the light 
mage miners, and he eagerly walked 
through. 


The rocky room was filled with treasure 
chests. Max approached one and unlocked 
it to find an assortment of diamonds, gold, 
and other valuable gemstones. Then he 
heard the door gently open behind him. It 
was the eskimo. Surely, Max had ruined 
their quest. Brett would never forgive him 
for this. 


The old man yawned and tossed a pickaxe 
to the floor, then went back through the 
doorway. Again, the doorway disappeared 
behind him. Max turned around to see that 
there was no treasure chest, only ore 
deposits. He was caught, and now he had to 
mine his way out for his misdeed in the 
eskimo’s lair. No matter, for these were the 
charmed ore deposits he had so often read 
about. 
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He began picking away, and each time he 
plucked a piece of golden ore, it 
replenished itself in the rocks. He did this 
for what seemed like hours before the 
doorway behind him reappeared. Then he 
picked away for a while longer to fill his 
pockets with some golden ore of his own. 
Surely, he had done the required work and 
had earned himself a souvenir to bring back 
home. He went back through the corridor 
and didn’t even make it to the 
bedchambers before he collapsed on a sofa 
in the living room area where they had 
entered. 
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Chapter 14 


We each woke the next morning to the old 
man sipping tea by the fire. 


“| apologize, old man, sir,” Ava stammered. 
“But we have to get back to Shadowville 
before a large blood demon eats all our 
friends.” 


The small eskimo, who now seemed to have 
changed into summer clothes, continued to 
sip his tea, paused for a few moments, and 
yawned. 


“Is Kalvahar back again? What a menace. 
Surely your friends can wait a few minutes 
longer while | brew some more tea.” 


“No, it really can’t wait.” Brett’s face was 
growing red. “Please, we need you to help 
us, now. This is urgent.” 


The eskimo gave no answer and 
approached his kettle, turning down the 
flames a bit with a wave of his hand. 


“Just a few more minutes.” 


He yawned and sat down next to the firepit 
and kindled some logs. 


“Really, sir. Mister eskimo man. We have to 
get back to our friends.” Ava was livid. 
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“Tea is done.” 

He poured them each a small mug. 
“What is your name, young lady?” 
“Ava. And yours?” 


“You say a blood demon wishes to eat your 
friends?” 


“Yes. This is Charlotte. Her sisters went bad, 
and now they have it out for the town.” 


The old man looked at her confusedly. 


“Does this demon wish to eat your friends 
back home, or you, Ava?” 


“Vm... Not sure?” she stuttered. 


“If it has waited this long, | am sure it can 
wait a while longer. Until you all return, 
perhaps? Now, here is a cup of Yezeghar 
Chai, brewed with honey from bees whose 
ancestors helped us confuse Kalvahar 
before Azula finished him. Ha! Bees. The 
blood mages did not see that coming when 
they summoned the great beast.” 


“Yes. That is very clever of you guys. Thank 


” 


you. 


“You’re welcome. Now come with me, all of 
you. I will take you to my village.” 
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As they walked the rocky caverns, Brett 
grew concerned at what test this old man 
spoke of. 


“How could we have passed a test if you did 
not give us one?” 


“Intruders who secretly wish us harm are 
destroyed upon entering the caverns of 
Ozajkar. Clazos sees through to your 
intentions. So if it’s trouble you seek, the 
caverns know. Say, if you were assassins, 
the rocks would implode on you. If you 
were thieves, you would certainly be 
destroyed as well.” 


Max shook, as his pockets were stuffed with 
as much golden ore as they could carry, and 
the old man smiled at him. 


“Here we are.” 


The stones shifted and in front of them 
stood lush green fields as far as the eye 
could see. Great woods and lakes. Wildlife 
roaming the grasslands. This was certainly 
the hidden dwelling of the old light mage 
order. The village was peaceful. Children 
played in the fields. People washed clothes 
in the lakes and hung them to dry. The old 
man led them to a straw hut with smoke 
coming from its chimney. 
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“Here is our chapel. Inside, you will find the 
Shrine of Azula. Have a nice day.” 


And just like that, he was off. | thought he 
was going somewhere. But he just sat at a 
bench on the far side of the village, poured 
himself a cup of tea, and lit a corn cob pipe. 


“We didn’t even ask his name,” Ava said, 
concerned. “That’s so rude.” 


“We’ll send him our thanks before we’re on 
our way,” Brett urged. “Hurry, let’s get 
inside.” 


Max kicked the door open, seeming amused 
with himself. 


“Azula! Kalvahar has returned. Please aid us 
in our quest.” 


“Not now, Max.” 


Brett was mesmerized by the small chapel. 
Flowers, tokens, and other miscellaneous 
gifts to the bloodthirsty goddess of the 
icelands sat at the foot of the humble 
statue. The glorious stone figure showed a 
youthful Azula with her hands folded in 
prayer. Before turning beast in her later 
days, she was a very graceful looking young 


girl. 


Charlotte approached the statue and began 
running her fingers across some words 
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inscribed in rune. They hummed and 
illuminated to her touch, and a swift breeze 
blew through the room. 


“Be silent, all of you. We mustn’t disturb 
her.” 


She continued running her fingers along the 
ancient runic lettering. When she reached 
the very last word, the eyes of the statue 
beamed a furious maroon. 


“Simon, the obelisk!” 


The stone hands shifted forward, 
outstretched. Simon placed the small rock 
in Azula’s palms. The walls seemed to spin 
around them. Faster, and faster. Wailing 
moans filled the tiny chapel. One by one, 
each member of the group faded into 
darkness around Charlotte. When the walls 
finally stopped spinning, she was standing 
in a grassy field at the foot of a lake. And in 
front of her stood the youthful Azula, 
bearing a warm smile. 


She giggled and danced through the shallow 
waters, laughing and catching variously 
colored butterflies. Then a small duck 
plopped its feathers onto the water’s 
surface. The skies grew red at once and the 
poor bird turned quickly to flames. The 
charming, sweet, girl from a moment ago 
now cursed the skies with loud screams. 
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“Away! All of you. | said away! So, get... 
AWAY!” 


A nearby falcon, as well as a squirrel that 
had been frolicking near the lake, both 
disappeared in a series of flames as well. 
Then, the skies returned to their calm state, 
and the giggling resumed. 


“Come here, silly butterflies. Come on!” 


Slowly, step by step, Charlotte approached 
the waters. 


“Azula? | come asking for your help. The 
land is in danger once more.” 


The young girl, robed in white, danced 
through the airs now and caught a butterfly 
in her hand. She returned to the ground 
and walked out onto the grass. 


“Aw. If you gave me another minute, | 
would’ve had an owl.” 


She unclenched her hand where she had 
caught the butterfly, and out jumped a 
small finch. 


“You’re no fun.” 


Azula shook the wetness from the lake off 
her robes and walked up to Charlotte. 


“You should tell your silly brother not to 
make fun of Kalvahar. He was nice. But the 
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slavers turned him mean. And your people 
made me fight him. Why should I help you 
again? Maybe if you were kinder, the blood 
demons would leave your town alone.” 


“I’m truly sorry you had to fight in those 
ridiculous wars. Shadowvillers back then 
had no place practicing the dark arts, but...” 


“Zeruxos did! He is the best.” 


“Yes, he was the greatest sorcerer of all 
time. But since the old orders split, some 
use his teachings in vain. Please, help us put 
a stop to this.” 


Azula paused. 


“Hmm... | say blood to anyone who doesn’t 
walk the path of light. Now, leave my lake.” 


The tiny goddess resumed jumping around 
catching butterflies in the air. Charlotte 
bowed her head, defeated. All was lost, 
then. If this girl could not help them, then 
Shadowville was surely doomed. 


“Azula, are you being rude to our guest?” 


A young man in a crimson robe and sandals 
walked out through a thicket of large 
bushes. He had a walking cane, though he 
walked perfectly fine. He held a small white 
and gold mug that he dipped in the lake and 
then drank from. 
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“Clazos bides this young lady tidings for the 
nature of her desire. Will you not help her?” 


Azula grunted. 


“Fine, Zeruxos. But, if this is a trick, and 
there’s even one more shadow beast, I'll...” 


“You will burn their lands and all who 
inhabit them. You have said this.” 


“And | mean it.” 
The girl gave another wail of complaint. 


“Give me the sword, then, lady. Then, | 
want you out of my lake!” 


Charlotte handed her the large piece of 
steel that had adorned the Iluvatar Manor 
walls since the old wars centuries ago. Azula 
dipped the blade in the clear waters. A 
golden light radiated from it and a 
melodious whirring sound filled the air. 
Zeruxos smiled at the charismatic young 
princess. 


“Here is your stupid sword. Now, GO!” 


Azula handed the blade to Charlotte, and as 
soon as its hilt met her palm, the young girl 
turned back to stone. Charlotte was back in 
the chapel, and her friends seemed 
confused. 
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“What happened, Charlotte?” Ava asked. 
“Are you okay?” 


“Yes, I’m fine. We should go.” 


Charlotte handed the blade back to Simon, 
who sheathed it at his hip. They walked 
back out to the peaceful old village. 


“Wait.” Brett halted the group. “I want to 
thank our guide before we leave.” 


But he was nowhere to be found. An old 
woman approached them instead. 


“I have been given orders to lift the 
mountain pass for you young travelers. 
Come with me.” 


“May we thank our guide? Or at least get 
his name?” Brett inquired. 


“No, you may not.” 


The old lady led them to the pass at the 
foot of the monstrous Ozajkar mountain 
range. With a tap of her walking stick upon 
the ground, the great snows melted. 
Without sleep, the group crossed the 
mountain valley, trekked the densely 
forested trailways, and after a short break 
to eat, made for their beached vessel. The 
group pushed the large ship back into the 
water with all their might, then climbed 
aboard and sailed southward. 
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Chapter 15 


“Land approaches!” 


Max was at the wheel, while the rest of the 
group slowly trudged to the deck after 
some much needed rest. The lighthouse 
had just come into view. In the 
southwestern distance, storm clouds were 
beginning to form. The calm tides became 
rough, and the ship began to gently rock 
back and forth. 


Brett rushed to meet his brother at the 
wheel. 


“Let’s dock at the lighthouse. I’d rather not 
have us seen in the harbor.” 


“Very well, then.” 


Max sent the steering wheel spinning with 
all his strength. They shifted direction from 
south to southeast now, and made way for 
land. As they neared the lighthouse shores, 
the storm grew stronger. Rains began to 
pour down. The winds picked up and 
howled. Dark, black clouds obscured the 
horizon. The ship was beginning to lose 
control, now. 
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“Only a few more minutes until we reach 
land,” Max yelled through the rains. “Will 
we make it?” 


“We'll be alright,” Brett assured his brother. 
“Stay on course. l'Il check on the others.” 


As Brett descended the wooden stair to the 
deck, a harsh wave crashed against the 
seaboard side and soaked all of them. The 
rains increased, and thunderous roars came 
from the sky. 


“Almost there!” Max yelled, gripping the 
wheel with all his strength. 


The boat began to rock uncontrollably. 


“What is this madness? No storm could 
jeopardize this great ship!” 


But it did. And with a loud crash of thunder, 
a great wave took only a few moments to 
capsize the magnificent sail. The group did 
not even have time to let out a yell before 
they were plunged into the sea. 


After regaining his wits, Brett looked 
around the blurry waters at his friends 
swimming for the surface. All except Simon, 
who was unconscious. He swam to his 
brother’s rescue, and with all his effort, 
tugged him to the surface. 


“Swim for the beach! Hurry!” 
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With all their might, they rushed to shore. 
Once they reached the beach safely, Brett 
checked to make sure everyone was 
accounted for. They had made it, somehow. 
All of them had gotten to the lighthouse 
shores unharmed, and Simon still held 
Hera’s blade at his hip. 


They gasped for air and rolled around the 
sands for a minute before recovering their 
strength and rising to their feet. The 
darkening sky now grew red in the distance. 
They all looked off to the horizon, 
dumbstruck, without a word. 


In the western distance, under thunderous, 
blood smoked skies, Castle Nightwitch 
cursed the horizon. It had surfaced once 
more. Beams of red light soared from the 
island to the skies, and were followed by 
roars of beasts no man or god would ever 
wish to quarrel with. The dark sky 
illuminated with sparks of thunderous red 
light all around the island. 


Then, all that could be heard was 
Cassandra’s laughter, echoed by her pack of 
devilish ghouls. Their wicked cackles rode 
the winds to Oldharbor’s docks, and 
screaming ensued. Townspeople now ran in 
a frenzy across the harbor streets, 
screaming. 


102 


“The witch has returned!” 
“Get to safety!” 
“She’s back!” 


A roar of great volume came from the sea, 
now. Then, they saw the great beast for the 
very first time. Its enormous silhouette 
clouded Castle Nightwitch entirely as it 
leapt into the air. When it sank back to the 
depths, its enormous tail crashed against 
the waters, sending a giant wave in the 
direction of Oldharbor. Screams flooded the 
air as the townspeople fled. Laughter 
resumed on the horizon as red sparks 
continued to soar skyward. Rains began to 
pour down even harder now, obscuring the 
town and the castle from sight. 


Then, blinking lights, and a blaring horn. 
“Hurry up and get in!” 


Simon’s Camino arrived at the lighthouse 
lawn. Its wheels were doused in mud. | 
hurried to the passenger seat while the 
others climbed into the truck bed. Gilbert 
sped off across the grass, searching wildly 
through his windshield wipers for the 
street. 


“Gilbert, how did you find us?” 
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“I've been parked out here for three days 
now waiting to see that sail. Saw those 
storms blow in, and knew those bloody 
witches were up to somethin’. Whole 
town’s gone mad. Monsters everywhere.” 


“Is everyone safe?” 


“So far. | sent some wolf shades out to 
patrol the town. Should keep ‘em busy for a 
while. We don’t have much time, though. A 
dark evil is brewing in the forests to the 
east.” 


“| fear we won’t be able to reach the castle 
and stop them. Between the storms and the 
seabeast, there is no way we can reach the 
island.” 


“Leave that to me. | got a plan for this 
seabeast.” 


Gilbert sped off into the night. 
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Chapter 16 


Not a single light was on in the town as we 
made our way back to the manor. The rains 
kept pouring down. The sky emitted 
thunderous red flashes, and mighty roars 
echoed from the distance. We pulled into 
the steep drive and sealed the gate shut 
quickly behind us. All throughout the 
grounds, Gilbert’s army of conjured shades 
frantically patrolled. 


We drove up to the stairs that led to the 
large wooden entrance, parked the car, and 
hurried inside. Everyone ran into the lounge 
to get warm by the fire. 


“It is only a matter of a time before blood 
demons descend upon the town.” Brett 
paced in frustration. “I am unsure. Do we 
make for the castle, or do we stay here and 
defend the town?” 


“There won't be anything to defend once 
that thing brewing in the east gets here,” 
Gilbert warned. “But those bloody sisters’ 
curse will keep getting stronger while they 
lurk at the castle.” 


“What should we do, then?” Ava asked. 
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“We’ll have to head for the castle and just 
hope we get there in time.” 


“What are your plans for the seabeast?” 
Brett asked. 


“YII distract the seabeast for all of you. 
That’s about all | can help you with, but I’m 
sure | can lure her. Been working on an old 
conjuror’s trick | learned from a fisherman 
down at the harbor way back.” 


“Alright, well let’s get going.” Max was 
impatient, as always, whenever the time for 
battle arrived. 


“Not so fast. When the first few blood 
demons were sighted roaming the streets, 
most of the townspeople went into hiding. 
They locked themselves in the town center. 
A whole lot of ‘em. Bunch of the brutes 
surrounded the place. | fear there’s not 
much time before they make their way in.” 


“Let’s get going then. Why did you have us 
stop at the manor? The whole town is 
under attack!” Thomas, who had been quiet 
throughout our journey, now grew angry. 


“Because these demons are different. Our 
magic’s no good against ‘em.” Gilbert 
unsheathed an axe from his large cloak. 
“Under these skies, there’s only one way to 
fight these things.” 
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The manor ghoul entered the lounge with 
an assortment of steel and bows that he 
laid on the floor in front of them all. 


“Take your picks. And be quick about it,” 
Gilbert said. 


They each wielded various swords and 
crossbows, taking some practice swings 
against the air. Ava toyed with the 
bowstrings. Then the flames went out. 
Cassandra appeared, with a ghostly light 
radiating from her cloak. The chandelier 
above shattered and rained a mist of glass 
upon the lounge. Cassandra danced 
through the air, toward her sister. 


“Charlotte. Come to us. We don’t want to 
hurt anyone. We just want you back.” 


“LIES!” 


Charlotte screamed and for the first time a 
look of fear graced her prideful sister’s face, 
and then she disappeared into the night. 
Charlotte panted for a moment, then spoke. 


“What are you waiting for?” 


They rushed to the car and sped for town. 
Throughout the suburban streets, shadow 
beasts and blood demons were on the 
prowl. They flipped cars and tore down the 
walls of neighborhood homes. None 
seemed to notice the car speeding through 
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the streets, though, as they were all intently 
fixed on their paths of destruction. 


“This left here. The town center is a few 
blocks up the road,” Brett said to Gilbert, 
who was at the wheel. 


As they turned into the parking lot, Gilbert 
turned off the lights of the car and found a 
place to park, hidden among some trees. 


“The car should be safe here.” 


Weapons in hand, they made way for the 
town center. The screams of man and beast 
mingled in the air. Loud crashes of thunder 
came from above. A pack of blood demons, 
ten in all, tore at the walls of the large 
communal building. 


“Let’s lure ‘em to us. We’ll need to make 
sure to stay together,” Gilbert ordered. 
“Simon and Charlotte, ready your bows.” 


The two each wound up their bowstrings 
and Gilbert counted down from three. In 
unison, they unleashed their arrows. It was 
impossible, through the rains, to tell if their 
arrows had struck. The two switched from 
bow to blade, as the rest of the group 
readied their swords as well. Then the 
blood demons gave a great roar and 
charged them. 
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The group stood in a circle with weapons 
raised. The monsters surrounded them for a 
few minutes, but did not attack. Then the 
largest of them gave a hiss like an order to 
the other beasts, and they attacked. 


Thomas managed to wrestle one of them to 
the ground. Brett cut two of their heads off 
in clean slices with Hera’s blade. Simon and 
Charlotte took on the most agile of the 
pack, its mighty claws slashing wildly into 
the night, and managed to defeat it. Max 
seemed to be enjoying himself as he swung 
his sword about the air, relishing in the 
blood demon’s cowering fear at his 
gestures. And Gilbert sent spurts of blood in 
pools to the ground as he swung his mighty 
war axe. Ava’s scimitar managed to catch 
two of the blood demons off guard. 


The clash went on and finally the beasts 
were defeated. The pack of blood demons 
lay slain all around them. The cries from 
inside the town center dissipated. Brett 
wanted to assure the fearful townspeople, 
so he pressed his mouth up to one of the 
boarded windows and yelled inside. 


“You’re safe, now. We’ve fought them off. 
Stay in here until we come back and get 


n” 


you. 
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A muffled voice came from inside the town 
center. They could not make out the words 
from within, but surely the people inside 
were comforted that the blood demons 
were gone. 


“This is so messed up,” Ava said. “Half the 
town’s locked in there, scared. We have to 
take down these witches tonight.” 


“| agree,” Charlotte said. “Cassandra has 
gone too far this time. She used to love 
scaring Shadowvillers, but | never judged 
her as being out for blood like this.” 


“Well, you pray to enough blood demons 
and that’ll happen,” Thomas said with a 
smirk. 


“Thomas!” Brett urged. 


“No, he’s right,” Charlotte said. “All that 
blood magic did something to her. | fear 
she’s turned for good now. Nothing can 
save her.” 


“Let’s hurry and get down to the harbor. 
Prepare yourselves. Tonight is going to be a 
long night,” Brett warned. 


They all hopped back into the car and 
pulled out of the bloody lot, and onto the 
street. A great wail came from the distance 
and trees around them began to shake. 
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“Once that thing gets here, the whole 
town’s done for,” Gilbert said ominously. 


Then he floored the gas pedal. 
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Chapter 17 


Once they reached Oldharbor, it was 
completely abandoned. Some stray packs of 
monsters looted a couple restaurants. The 
rain kept pouring down. And on the 
horizon, the witches cursed the sky as it 
grew an even brighter red. Gilbert turned 
the car lights off and pulled up to the 
parking lot behind the docks. 


“The bloody witches took control of the 
lighthouse. They'll spot you in an instant if 
we don’t do something about it. I’m gonna 
take care of it while you all wait here.” 


Then my noble guardsmen trudged off into 
the rain. Max ran after him. 


“Gilbert, we’re not letting you go alone. I’m 
coming with you.” 


“Alright then, boy. Come along.” 


They disappeared into the distance through 
the rainy Oldharbor streets. We sat to wait, 
and hoped that Gilbert’s plan was going to 
work. 


A conjured silhouette of a fisherman took to 
the waters. It made way directly for Castle 
Nightwitch. Once the frantic watchman’s 
light was upon the humble sail, a roar came 
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from the depths. The tides picked up, and 
then we saw it. Madly leaping through the 
air, the seabeast sped for Gilbert’s lure. 
Max and him were standing at the lookout 
point some ways to the north side of town. 


“Come on now!” 


Gilbert made hand gestures as if he were 
holding a fishing rod himself. The seabeast 
took to the air once more, then hit the 
water’s surface with a mighty splash. 


“Almost there.” 


“Yes, Gilbert! We’ve got her right where we 
want her.” 


Again the seabeast leapt from the waters. It 
caught sight of the conjured fishing sail as it 
plunged to the murky depths once more. 


“This is it!” 


With a loud groan the seabeast opened its 
mouth from below and prepared to swallow 
the fisherman whole. But then, the tiny sail 
disappeared. The seabeast gave a great 
whine as it leapt about the waters in 
confusion. Gilbert made another hand 
gesture, and the small ship reappeared, 
now closer to the lighthouse. 


“Excellent, Gilbert!” 
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The seabeast took to the air angrily and 
prepared to pounce on its prey from above. 
As it crashed into the water, the fisherman 
disappeared once more. Now the seabeast 
was truly roused. It leapt about the sea’s 
surface in a fury. 


“Alright. Time to reel her in, boy.” 


The fisherman now reappeared on land, 
standing right in front of the lighthouse. 
With a monstrous slash of its tail, the 
seabeast sent the towering structure 
crashing to the ground. Darkness 
descended upon Oldharbor. Gilbert and 
Max went sprinting to rejoin their friends. 


Brett was at the wheel, with Ava now in the 
passenger seat. They faced the sea from a 
nearby beach. When Gilbert and Max had 
safely made it into the truck bed, Brett 
rolled his window down and called out. 


“Whenever you’re ready!” 
“There’s no way this works,” Ava said. 


Gilbert slammed a large stick down on the 
beach. Brett floored the gas pedal. The 
waters turned to ice in front of them as 
they drove across the sea and made for 
Castle Nightwitch. The seabeast tossed 
about angrily in the distance, now. 
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“Been working on these for a while, now!” 
Gilbert screamed through harsh rain to the 
terrified brothers and witch cowering in the 
back. “Ice wheels! Some fella from the 
north gave me the idea! Said | could make 
some serious coin!” 


The car’s engine revved along the rough 
dark waters until the island came into view. 
They pulled up to shore and then all hopped 
out of the vehicle. They could hear the 
witches laughing and screaming as they 
crazily shot red sparks up at the skies. 
Castle Nightwitch sat illuminated under 
thundering skies as they made way for the 
entrance. 
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Chapter 18 


They ran through the greenhouse, to the 
back lawn of the castle that overlooked the 
sea far below. There they found the sisters 
scattered across the stone manse, casting 
their curses to the sky. When Cassandra 
sighted them, she went into a fit of 
laughter. 


“The seabeast’s dinner has arrived, girls. 
Don’t they look delicious?” 


The ghoulish witches laughed. Brett and 
Thomas cast flames at Cassandra, while 
Max and Simon rushed at the others with 
their swords. The witches only laughed. 


“We can’t hurt them,” Ava yelled, as one of 
her arrows soared right through one of the 
ghostly sisters. 


The witches ignored them and continued to 
cast their curses. 


“What should we do?” Ava asked. 


“Charlotte! We need you to stop Cassandra. 
We’ll take care of the seabeast,” Brett said. 


“Okay!” 
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Charlotte rushed at her sister and cast 
ghostly flames at her. The evil witch reveled 
in the pain. 


“Ow. That hurt, Charlotte.” 
“Yeah, | bet it did.” 


Cassandra’s face now turned to a genuine 
smile. 


“Thanks for bringing our sister to us. We'll 
be taking her back now.” 


“As if,” Ava yelled. “Charlotte will never 
help you evil witches.” 


“| wouldn’t be so sure,” Cassandra replied, 
still smiling. 


Charlotte’s eyes turned bright red, and then 
slowly she walked to join her sisters. She 
started casting curses at the sky with 
Cassandra while the rest of the sisters 
confronted the group. 


“Thanks for bringing her to us. We couldn’t 
have finished cursing your town without 
her. Unfortunately for you, now its dinner 
time for the seabeast, and you’re all on the 
menu.” 


The group formed a circle with weapons in 
hand. They cast flames and healing 
enchantments as the witches danced 
around them, but they were no help. Their 
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swords and bows fell to the ground, and 
one by one, the witches bound them with 
ghostly ties. 


They were now each tied to small trees on 
the grassy back lawn of the castle. The 
witches continued to giggle as they cast 
their curses and the skies roared. 


“Almost dinner time!” 


Then they saw him. Only his head peeked 
out from the water’s surface, but it was 
bigger than any monster they’d ever seen. 
Cassandra made a gesture for him to come 
closer, and he swam to the edge of the 
rocks that warded off the harsh seas. 


“You can’t do this! Charlotte, come back,” 
Ava screamed. “Charlotte!” 


“Charlotte isn’t here, girl,” Cassandra said 
with a grin. “The shadows have her now.” 


“Are you ready to eat?” Charlotte said 
sweetly to the magnificent aquatic demon. 


The beast moaned enthusiastically in reply. 


“Who do you think he wants, first, sisters? | 
say we save the large one for last.” 


“Feed him the girl first, Cassandra. | don’t 
like her mouth.” 
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“Neither do |. But, no. This one is cute,” 
Cassandra teased, pointing toward Thomas. 
“He goes first.” 


The sisters untied Thomas and brought him 
to the rocks that overlooked the sea. 


“Time for dinner, Mr. Seabeast,” Cassandra 
taunted. 


The sisters bound Thomas with their spell, 
and he stood there frozen as the seabeast 
approached. It swam back and forth, gazing 
at Thomas for a while. Then it gave a 
pleased moan, as if to say it approved of its 
meal, to Cassandra. 


“Thank you so much! I picked him out 
especially for you.” 


“You can’t do this!” Ava screamed. 


Brett’s head was now lowered to the grassy 
floor. All was lost. He had endangered his 
friends and family. He knew there was no 
way to defeat the ghostly sisters, but if he 
hadn’t tried, then the town would’ve been 
done for. He stood there, wishing he had at 
least made the vain attempt to defeat 
Cassandra by himself. 


“You are hungry, aren’t you?” Cassandra 
teased. 
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Her sisters giggled. The seabeast moaned 
again, happily. 


Brett picked up his head. 


“Cassandra! Give me to the seabeast 
instead. The Iluvatars have sought to defeat 
you for centuries. And I’m their master. 
Take me, and let my friends go!” 


The sisters’ giggles rose even louder now. 
Cassandra danced through the air and over 
to Brett. 


“How noble of you. Sisters, fulfill our mighty 
warrior’s request and give him to the 
seabeast first. His cute friend can wait until 
dessert.” 


The sisters laughed some more and brought 
Brett to the edge of the rocks, binding him 
with their freezing spell. The seabeast now 
grew still and locked eyes with the young 
lord. 


“Any last words, Master Iluvatar?” 


Brett was silent, his head staring at the 
ground. 


“Are you sure? Well, sorry your noble quest 
had to end this way. After we feed you and 
your friends to the seabeast, Shadowville 
will be cursed forever.” 
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The witch and her sisters now grew into a 
fit of maniacal laughter. The seabeast 
opened its mouth as Cassandra and her 
sisters prepared to toss Brett from the 
rocks. Then, the cannons blew. 
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Chapter 19 


“Avast ye! Mighty seabeast. Didn’t your 
mother tell you never trust a pack of bloody 
witches?” 


The first cannonball struck the seabeast, 
and enormous Sparks flew from it, followed 
by a great wail. 


“Let him have it, boys!” 


A whole slew of cannonballs soared across 
the air after that. The seabeast let out harsh 
cries as blood began to spill into the dark 
waters. 


“Send the old brute to the deep. Give him 
everything you've got!” 


The seabeast made a vain attempt to lunge 
at the ship. But by then, it had grown so 
weak that the ship was barely moved. Brett 
watched from above as the creature 
climbed onto the beach at the foot of the 
rocks below, defeated. 


“Here’s my last words, Cassandra. Go back 
to the shadow lands, and never return!” 


Brett broke the witch’s icy spell and 
reached out his hand. Hera’s blade flew to 
his palm, and he leapt from the rocks with 
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sword outstretched. He plunged below ina 
dive and the sword pierced the large 
seabeast between the eyes. It let out a 
harsh groan, and fell onto the sandy shores, 
defeated. Then the great blood demon 
dissipated into a haze of smoke, and was 
gone. 


The pirates gave a hoot of cheers from their 
nearby vessel, but Brett’s friends did not. 
They approached the edge of the rocks to 
see their friend unconscious on the beach 
so far below. The witches wailed about as 
the formerly red skies began to clear and 
the stars came out. 


“No! You ruin everything, Charlotte. | will 
never forget this.” 


The witches disappeared into the night, 
back to the cold corners of the shadow 
lands where they belong. Below, Brett lay 
on the beach, Hera’s great blade next to 
him. His friends ran down a massive 
spiraling stone stairway, that led to the 
shore below, to go meet their friend. The 
pirates docked at the beach and climbed 
down their ship ladders to check on him as 
well. 


“Get back, all of you,” the captain yelled to 
them all. “I have seen many a beastly clash 
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over the years. | will take care of your 
friend. Get aboard, now. All of you.” 


They climbed aboard the large wooden ship 
with Brett hoisted on Gilbert’s shoulders. 
The captain led them to his bedchambers, 
and they laid the young lord down to rest. 
The crew made sail for the harbor, while, 
below deck, Ava sat at Brett’s bedside. The 
captain poured them each a cup of tea. 


“Will he be alright?” Ava asked the scruffy 
shipmaster. 


“He’ll be alright. Just needs some rest, is 
all.” 


“How did you know we were in trouble?” 


“We could see those otherworldly storms 
from all the way north. Figured the lot of 
you were in trouble.” 


“Thank you so much.” 


“It’s a pirate’s honor that bounds us to 
defend the sea. No thanks are needed, lass. 
You and your friends showed admirable 
courage back there. You’ve all done a great 
deed today.” 


The pirates docked their large sail back at 
the harbor. The sun rose over the hills to 

the east. They all convened down on the 

streets below. 
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“If you're ever in a fit of trouble on the sea, 
you know where to find us. Just make sure 
you keep your pockets clean next time 
you’re back up north.” 


The captain led his crew back to their ship 
and they sailed off into the northern 
horizon. 


“Keep your pockets clean?” Ava wondered. 
“What does that mean?” 


“Who knows?” Brett said. 


“Bloody pirates,” Max grinned. “They’re all 
madmen.” 


They watched the great ship round the 
corner of the lighthouse and disappear into 
the northern distance. Then they all hopped 
into Simon’s car, and Gilbert sped off into 
the night. 
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Epilogue 


For the first time in centuries, the 
Shadowville curse has returned. All 
throughout the humble suburban town, 
monsters caused destruction while citizens 
hid in fear. Thanks to Mayor Oakley, no 
Shadowvillers were seriously injured. We 
spoke with the mayor to ask him how he 
accomplished so great a feat on such an 
ominous day. “Well, Cindy, it was just a 
matter of getting everyone to the town 
center. Once everyone had gotten there 
safely, we only had to wait out the storm. | 
spoke with some military officials who say 
that radiation was the cause of the attacks. 
They are currently working with many 
scientists to prevent any further kinds of 
events. I’m just happy that all the citizens of 
Shadowville are safe.” Well, there you have 
it. Peace has returned to Shadowville once 
more. I’m Cindy Weathers. Now, here’s 
Darkwood Terrace with some smooth jams 
to kick off your weekend. 


Brett honked from the driveway of Ava’s 
suburban home. Her and Charlotte ran 
across the lawn and hopped in the 
passenger seat with him. 
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“Charlotte’s decided to come to school with 
me on Monday instead of going up north to 
live with the villagers,” Ava said excitedly. 


“That’s good to hear,” Brett replied. “Is that 
what you wanted to do, Charlotte?” 


“Of course it was,” Ava said blushing. 


“Yeah... | mean, | think it will be nice to be 
back in Shadowville. | missed it here.” 


They pulled up to the school parking lot. 
Simon hopped out of the back. Thomas 
pulled up after them, with Max seated next 
to him. They all walked out onto the 
football field. Charlotte had a lot of 
questions about what high school would be 
like, now. Adam’s SUV pulled up and he ran 
out to the field lugging a case of beers. 


“They showed you guys on the news!” he 
said as he handed them each a can. “Down 
at the town center. | didn’t know you knew 
how to use a crossbow, Ava?” 


“You'd be surprised,” she replied, chuckling. 


“You got that blood demon right in the face. 
Nice job!” 


The night went on and they sat laughing in 
the grassy field, recalling their adventures. 
Charlotte told them stories about what high 
school was like back in Old Shadowville. 
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Adam fessed up to trying to contact the 
spirit realm before he wound up in a blood 
mage prison with Charlotte. As the rest of 
the town huddled together to console one 
another, the field was filled with laughter 
and merriment. Later on, at dawn’s first 
light, they walked back to the lot and got 
ready to call it a night. 


“So, Charlotte, you going out for the cheer 
team again after all this time?” Ava asked, 
smiling. 


“| don’t know. Maybe.” Charlotte blushed. 
“You'll fit right in here,” Thomas said. 


They drove off throughout the quiet, 
sleeping town. After everyone was dropped 
off, Brett stopped by the hut to check on his 
old guardsmen. He found Gilbert asleep on 
the grassy back lawn. With a huge grin, he 
stumbled through the front entrance of the 
manor. 


The town was safe once more. The curse 
was lifted. The seabeast was defeated. And 
the wicked Cassandra was gone. Once 
again, the boys of Iluvatar Manor had been 
victorious over the great Shadowville curse. 


The sky above was starry and clear. The 
woods were filled with the sounds of 
peaceful birds and critters. The 
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townspeople rested after such a frightful 
series of events. For the first time in what 
seemed like ever, peace had truly arrived in 
Shadowville. 


The winds picked up in the calm night. The 
clouds above cleared, and the moonlight 
shined down on the great manor. A loud 
hoot of cackling laughter. Then, the moon 
turned crimson red. 
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